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Abstract
For the past 50 years, various moral panics have emerged in response to concerns
about children and teens. In particular, interest in entertainment appealing to youth has
been the focus of social and legislative changes aimed at protecting youth from increased
sexual and violent content associated with comic books, music lyrics, Internet content,
and film and television.
The intent of this study is to compare the emergence and progression of moral
panics related to entertainment appealing to youth − such as comic books, music lyrics,
the Internet, and film and television – since 1938 to 2010 to better understand the ways
we construct youth in the context of moral panics. Cohen‘s 1972 model of the
progression of moral panics was used to compare reactions to entertainment appealing to
youth over a 50-year period of time to determine if they followed similar patterns.
Cohen‘s 1972 model was also used to examine the various ways youth is
constructed during moral panics. The model clearly exemplifies that reactions to the
entertainment genres examined in the study do follow Cohen‘s (1972) pattern. Whereas
the comic book and music lyrics were easier to track, technology complicated tracking of
responses when examining reactions to Internet and film and television.
Conclusions are drawn that how youth is constructed in the context of moral
panics is closely related to how adulthood and parenthood is constructed. When
parenting habits come under scrutiny, it appears that youth are viewed with suspicion as
delinquents; on the other hand, when outside issues or events are targeted as problematic,
youth are viewed as in need of protection. Thus, the construction of youth in the context
v

of moral panics appears to be as focused on parenthood as it is on childhood or
adolescence.

vi

Chapter 1:
Introduction and Overview
Introduction
The most widely accepted definition of a moral panic is ―a condition, episode,
person or group of persons emerges to become defined as a threat to society values and
interests‖ (Cohen, 1972, p. 1). Much of the early research about moral panics focused on
crime, violence, drugs, and juvenile delinquency (Cohen, 1972; Gusfield, 1967; Young,
1971). Others have focused on moral panics as moral regulators that maintain clear class
distinctions (Ben-Yehuda, 1986; Critcher, 2009; Johansson, 2000). However, there is a
trend that links moral panics to the broader concept of risk societies in which the mass
media is a primary participant (Beck, 1992; McRobbie & Thornton, 1995; Ungar, 2001).
Most agree, however, that moral panics leave an imprint on society that often outlives the
panic itself. Garland (2008) proposes that even though moral panics appear to be brief,
―over time their cumulative effect can be to create social divisions and redistribute social
status as well as building infrastructures of regulation and control‖ (p. 16). Therefore,
examining moral panics, especially in the context of children or adolescents, is critical.
DiCataldo (2009) explains that children, and by default adolescents, are the ―products of
our ways of seeing‖ (p. 1), and the web of institutions affected by moral panics ―shift and
evolve, and the view of the child within their prisms shifts and changes accordingly‖ (p.
2). One unique aspect of examining moral panics is that most of us can remember having
lived through at least one.
1

Rationale for Proposed Study
There have been a plethora of studies about moral panics since Cohen‘s 1972
publication entitled Folk Devils and Moral Panics. Much of the research focuses on
historical events and how those events progressed from inception to conclusion (Gilbert,
1986; Goode & Ben-Yehuda, 1994; Hadju, 2008; Heins, 2001; Martin & Segrave, 1993).
Others have examined moral panics as mechanisms of social control promoted by the
mass media (Edelman, 1988; Hall & Jefferson, 1976; Giroux, 1996; Young, 2007; Zgoba,
2004).
Lesko (2001) in her book entitled Act Your Age! traces the moral panic about teen
mothers from the turn of the century to the 1950s. She acknowledges that changes
resulting from social perceptions and legislation surrounding teen mothers has ended in a
―century-long belief in child saving . . . with the Welfare Reform Bill of 1996, which
plunged 60,000 children into poverty‖ (p. 171). Consequently, Lesko‘s research
culminates with a plea to use our understanding about the ways moral panics develop and
produce social changes so we can advocate for youth in new ways. Lesko notes,
however, that one limitation to her work is that it emphasizes events at the turn of the
century, and a sprinkling of events from the 1980s and 1990s. She does not address
modern developments that have played a vast role in the construction of youth such as
television, film, and music. My dissertation examined the construction of adolescence
from 1950 to the present and includes the interplay between youth and adult concerns that
erupted surrounding comic books, music lyrics, profanity, and Internet safety.
For the purposes of this study, obscenity refers to language or connotations with
prurient or offensive intent, the latter for the purpose of offending an audience.
2

Obscenity is most often associated with pornographic images or language that is sexual.
In the United States, courts do not view obscenity as protected under the First
Amendment. Profanity refers to language that is blasphemous and irreverent, used in
different contexts while maintaining its originally non-profane meaning. Taboo profanity
is language that is particularly egregious because it is grossly offensive to most members
of the public. The taboo word examined in this dissertation is fuck. Indecency
commonly refers to language or material that depicts or describes sexual or excretory
organs or activities. As discussed in the literature review in Chapter 2, the legal
definition and position of obscenity and profanity has normative consequences for public
discussion, but the purpose of these definitions is for analysis of the broader social
context of controversies.
Purpose of the Study
The purpose of this study was to analyze the post-war construction of adolescent
culture from 1938 to the present through an examination of four post-war moral panics
and general concerns about youth swearing. Since profanity is found in practically every
entertainment venue appealing to youth, it has generated concern among parents and
social and political institutions, and has resulted in legislative and regulatory changes in
film, television, and Internet environments. I hope my research will contributed to
understanding whether anxieties about profanity, and taboo profanity in particular, fits
the definition of moral panics, or if it is a new or hybrid form of panic, or if it could be
something else altogether.
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This dissertation analyzed construction of adolescent culture from 1938 to 2010
through an examination of four moral panics and general concerns about youth swearing.
The research questions under examination in this dissertation were:
1.

What were the patterns of post-war moral panics surrounding comic books
(1950s), music lyrics in music appealing to adolescents (1980), early
Internet technology (1990s), and contemporary film and television
(2000s)?

2.

What characteristics do modern concerns about taboo profanity found in
film and television appealing to youth share with moral panics occurring
between 1938 and 2010 that focused on comic books, music lyrics in
music appealing to adolescents, and early Internet technology?

3.

How have the above moral panics influenced the modern construction of
adolescence?

Research Design
Moral panics of the past, such as the comic book scare, intensified with the
publication of articles by experts in magazines and newspapers. Even contemporary
research about moral panics disseminated by the mass media tends to focus on news
articles and reports of experts. With the advent of the Internet, moral panics intensify
much quicker and reach a larger audience, and rely on instant communication such as
blogs and websites to spread information, and the authors of the communication are not
necessarily journalists or experts, but rather, parents and parent organizations. Therefore,
a study about contemporary moral panics is benefited by examining how experts,
politicians, parents, and parent organizations share information about common concerns.
4

Post-war panics. l used primary and secondary documents to analyze panics
occurring between 1938 and 2010 about comic books, music lyrics, early Internet
technology, and contemporary film and television programs appealing to youth. Because
parents‘ magazines and local newspapers were often used to disseminate information
about children‘s issues in the 1940s and 1950s, parents‘ magazines and various local
newspapers representing various parts of the United States were critical sources of
primary documents on the adult discourse about comic books. Also, because Congress
became involved in the comic book scare, I examined Congressional records such as
hearing documents and floor speeches. To understand the progression of moral panics
about music lyrics and early Internet technology, I researched magazine articles and
other news reports that played a key role in disseminating information about concerns
that arose about increased sexual and violent content in music lyrics appealing to
adolescents, as well as the uses and perceived misuses of the Internet. Because Congress
also became involved in hearings about music lyrics as well as legislation to regulate
Internet use, I researched Congressional records focusing on music lyrics appealing to
adolescents, and Internet regulation.
Profanity concerns. Taboo profanity and obscenity appears to be an issue of
great concern for parents. Since the 1980s in particular, parent groups have organized in
attempts to protect children from what parents perceive as harmful, especially related to
matters that appeal to children (Grossberg, 1992; Martin & Segrave, 1983). The Internet
is home to a variety of blogs and websites dedicated to the purpose of advising parents
about children‘s safety which includes taboo profanity. A very powerful organization,
the Parents Television Council (PTC), whose members and consultants include
5

politicians, film personalities, and medical professionals, organized in the late 1990s for
the purpose of informing parents about inappropriate content in film and television (Kaye
& Sapolsky, 2004). Even the medical profession is addressing taboo profanity and its
relationship to children‘s issues (Jay, 1981, 1991, 2009). Therefore, I examined online
blogs and websites created by parents, parent organizations, and news media for the
purpose of informing parents about the many ways adolescents can be exposed to taboo
profanity. Likewise, professional organizations like the American Psychological
Association and the American Academy of Pediatrics maintain websites to inform
parents about adolescent issues that include profanity. Therefore, I will examine online
resources and periodicals from these types of professional organizations. As in the case
of the comic book scare, Congress has also become involved in issues of taboo profanity
in media programming to which adolescents may be exposed. Therefore, I examined
Congressional records for recent activity focusing on taboo profanity (i.e., fuck) in media
and film.
Theoretical Framework
In this dissertation, I employed a critical perspective to examine ways that
adolescence has been constructed in the context of moral panics from 1938 to 2010.
Critical theory emerged from the Frankfurt School and was based mainly on the ideas
proposed by Max Horkheimer in 1937 (Wodak & Meyer, 2009). Horkheimer argued that
social theory should target not only critiquing society, but changing it as well. This
contrasted the traditional view of research as a tool solely to understand or explain
society.
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Critical theory draws also on the work of Emmanual Kant who questioned the
ways our epistemologies shape our perceptions of the world. While Kant focused on
self-examination to refine our perception of the world, Horkheimer proposed that
researchers need to go a step further by examining ways to change the world itself.
Therefore, critical theory is premised on the belief that research should not only examine
societal hierarchies, but should be diligent in its attempts to change the hierarchies that
lead to inequalities. For instance, Pablo Friere‘s work with Brazilian peasants led him to
understand that people who are oppressed must first learn about their oppression before
they can free themselves from it. In his seminal work, Pedagogy of the Oppressed
(1970), Freire likened oppression to a sadistic form of love that breeds death rather than
life. Though his research focused on political and economic oppression of Brazilian
peasants, the concept of critical theory has been used to discuss oppression in education
(Giroux, 1989, Giroux & Simon, 1996; Sleeter & McLaren, 1995), the news media
(Hallin, 1985), politics (Agger, 1991), and gender studies (Fraser, 1989) with the goal of
making positive changes to equalize benefits to all groups.
Critical theory has drawn criticism from those who assert that its research results
are unfairly biased toward the researcher‘s interpretation, and that it is overly pessimistic
(Bonner, 1994; Shalin, 1992). Van Leeuwen (2006) asserts, however, that identifying
oneself as critical is an ethical identification that puts readers on notice about the
intentions, interests, and values presented in the research. Thus critical theorists make
their political stances transparent from the outset, and ―they feel no need to apologize for
the critical stance of their work‖ (p. 279). Additionally, Kincheloe (1997) argues that ―no
truly objective way of seeing exists‖ (p. 57) and therefore no one way of constructing
7

knowledge can be relied upon in research. Because researchers are products of the social
world around them, their research will necessarily reflect their unique experiences.
Usefulness of the Study
It has often been said that young people are the future of our nation. If this is true,
then it is important for us to know how actions – whether personal, social, or political –
affect how we view youth. Lesko (2001) proposes that ―class, race, and gender identities
are formed in interaction with institutions‖ and that,
if the definitions of youth that we build into our policies and programs in
schools and elsewhere are as much a part of the problem as they are a part
of a supposed solution, then we risk creating identities that will come back
to haunt us for generations to come. (p. xi)
How society views youth can affect how we treat them via social institutions and
programs. DiCataldo (2009) argues that from a legal standpoint, the outcome of an
adolescent‘s life can vary greatly depending on whether he/she is viewed as being in need
of protection or being a deviant in need of punishment. Because adolescent voices are
sometimes silenced by the larger adult population, it is important to examine the
discourse surrounding youth and youth issues, especially as they relate to moral panics.
Conclusion
The concept of moral panics is not new. Moral panics have been occurring
regularly throughout history; but, in 1972, Cohen provided a framework for identifying
moral panics. Since then, there have been a number of attempts at revising Cohen‘s
definition, and with the advent of the Internet and its ability to spread information quickly
and to broader audiences, moral panics are now being researched as possible agents of a
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risk society (Beck, 1992). One facet of moral panics that seems to remain constant is
their focus on youth and youth issues. I believe research that continues to analyze how
we talk about young people and thus how we construct what it means to be young is
critically important to our understanding about what it means to be a member of our
society.
Background: Personal Perspective
I would like to think there is some socially poignant reason I became interested in
moral panics and how they construct the image of adolescence, but there is no such
reason. The truth is that I became interested in moral panics as constructors of
adolescence because the topic is intriguing.
As a baby boomer, I lived through a number of moral panics and remember firsthand how it felt to be ―one of those‖ teenagers. While comic books were not necessarily
my favorite literature, I did enjoy them from time to time even though a few adult
eyebrows raised when I pulled one from my backpack. In the 1960s, I enjoyed listening
to music whose language and content was considered inappropriate for good kids. In the
1970s, I danced to disco music in contemporary speakeasies called discotheques where it
was rumored all sorts of unsavory conduct took place. In the 1980s, I remember the
panics claiming that kidneys were being stolen from unwitting clubgoers, that demonic
lyrics resulted from playing certain records backwards, that Satanic rituals took place in
middle-class neighborhoods, and that America‘s teenagers were ruining society. By the
1980s, however, I had children and the panics I scoffed at as a teenager became concerns
to me as a parent, and by the 1990s when the Internet made its debut, the world began
looking very different to me with its concerns and panics about Internet safety.
9

As a parent, I tried to be vigilant in understanding the world in which my children were
growing. Because my youngest child had been diagnosed with Asperger‘s Syndrome, a
high-functioning point on the Autism spectrum, I returned to college with the intention of
working in the public school system to help my son with academic difficulties he would
surely experience. It was after I became a high school teacher that I was drawn to the
idea of moral panics. I had heard horror stories about teachers risking their lives in
classrooms with violent teenagers; I listened as news reports discussed the declination of
American youth and read books that reported American adolescents performing at or near
the bottom on international testing. Yet, when I actually became a high school teacher, I
experienced none of those claims. In fact, my experience was quite the opposite. While
not always endeared to the subject of Language Arts, my students were for the most part
respectful. As I became an experienced teacher, I noticed that my students became better
learners. As I became more interested in my students personally, I noticed that my
students became more eager learners. Eventually, I realized my students were not
becoming better people or students but that I had become a better teacher. Thus, I
discovered that the quality of student I received in my classroom depended on how I
viewed them. As I began to see them as eager, humorous, and lively teenagers, the more
they lived up to that expectation. Not that I never had a contrary student; but, in nearly
every case, they either lived up to – or down to – my expectations. As I consider moral
panics and the ebb and flo of adolescent interests and behaviors, I am interested to know
how society‘s expectations of youth influence, or are influenced by, moral panics.
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Who I Am as a Researcher
When I began this research project, I felt certain that I could approach it in a
logical, pragmatic way: taking my time to analyze documents, allowing the ideas to
simmer until they became just right for presentation. I approached the research questions
straightforwardly with the express hope of seeing connections emerge from the data. At
least… this is the way it began. But that approach did not last long.
Early in my research− which by the way was originally to have been a critical
discourse analysis – I did not feel that I was netting the type of information for which I
was searching. The results were unconvincing, bland, and contrived at best. To help me
better see the data, I posted documents all over my walls giving new meaning to the
expression ―wallpaper.‖ Perplexed at best, I sat in the middle of the floor consumed by
walls of data with which I had no idea what to do. After a few days, I returned to my
spot on the floor. As I looked around, I realized that I was in the middle of a moral panic.
Looking around the walls, it struck me that THIS is what the data was trying to tell me.
The data was telling me that the most important part of my research was not in the
discourse surrounding moral panics, but in the context in which moral panics develop.
The data were urging me to look at where they were positioned within the panics.
Once I realized that my research would be focusing on the historical context of
moral panics and how reactions to those panics shaped perceptions of adolescence, my
purpose became much clearer. Yet, the data did not become silent; they now urged me to
be even more specific by drawing my attention to their commonalities. All of the moral
panics I had unwittingly decided to examine were forms of entertainment that have
historically appealed to young people, namely, comic books, music, the Internet, and
11

television and film. Once I understood the importance of the context of moral panics, I
changed my methodology to a comparative historical analysis that would provide the
structure necessary for me to research the phenomenon of moral panics throughout a 50year period. Using this type of research methodology would free the data to divulge their
patterns.
My role as a researcher is more about listening – to the data – than it is about
coming to conclusions. I have discovered that data are living entities in that they demand
the researcher pursue new and unique ways to reveal their importance, and they will not
reveal themselves willingly to the researcher until he/she has first been humbled by their
power. Thus, if I had to sum up what I have learned about myself as a researcher it
would be this: I am young compared to data, and because my experiences are limited to
my lifetime, I cannot presume to know all they have experienced. As a result, I have to
develop patience and remain a vigilant listener to what they have to share.
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Chapter 2:
Review of the Literature
Introduction
The American post-war period from the 1950s until the present has been
punctuated with bouts of moral panics, a term made popular by Stanley Cohen in 1972.
Cohen argues that moral panics are the result of intense reactions by individuals,
politicians, new media, and other organizations to perceived threats to societal norms and
values. While Cohen initially applied his theory of moral panics to British musicians and
beatniks, the concept of moral panics has been applied to American events that followed
similar patterns of development such as the comic book scare of the 1950s and the war on
Internet indecency in the 1990s.
This literature review discusses Cohen‘s concept of moral panics in general as it
was introduced in 1972 in response to youth violence in England and then introduce ways
the concept has been used to talk about a variety of youth issues in the United States.
Literature about the construction of adolescence in the context of moral panics tends to
focus on ways youth are revered or demonized, or on the roles social institutions play in
maintaining control over adolescent behavior during moral panics. Therefore, this
literature review examines patterns of responses by adults, organizations, and institutions
in response to past events, such as the comic book scare and the war on Internet
indecency that were considered to be moral panics, as well as contemporary concerns
such as the use of taboo profanity by or in the presence of adolescents. Because there is a
trend toward redefining the criteria for moral panics, I have included in my research
13

literature that discusses potential changes in the definition of Cohen‘s 1972 moral panic
concept.
Particularly since the Internet, literature discussing the construction of
adolescence in the context of technology tends to focus on Congressional and child
advocacy activities aimed at protecting youth. For this section of the literature review, I
searched Congressional documents from the Thomas Gale database in addition to
Academic Premier and Web of Science. The following key words were entered into each
of the databases: youth (or adolescence or adolescent or teenager) + delinquency, child
protection, technology + juveniles, adolescent (or youth or teens) + cyber. From a review
of the Thomas Gale database, much of the literature focused on Congressional documents
about youth issues such as cyberporn, juvenile delinquency, and profanity in music and
television, and Internet predators.
Theories of Moral Panics
While Stanley Cohen is credited with the theory of moral panics, he points to Jock
Young as the original source (Cohen, 1972). Young‘s work began in 1967 and focused
on drug use among adolescents in West London. He discovered that moral panics
surrounding drug use did not center on the drugs, but rather, the people who used them.
For example, he notes that ―it was against a hippie culture that proposed extravagant
levels of hedonism and expressivity and opposition to the values of work and discipline‖
(Young, 2009, p. 6) that posed resistance to the then traditional value system and, in turn,
created a moral indignation prompting public action. Young further notes that as a result
of legal and public imposition of values on a subculture and the subculture‘s resistance
thereto, people in those subcultures often ―become like the label‖ (p. 7) conferred on
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them. A very important conclusion of Young‘s research is that moral panics ―do not
occur when hegemony is successful, but rather when it is in crisis‖ (p. 13). Thus
Young‘s research places moral panics within the realm of social control.
Like Young, Gusfield (1967) proposes that moral panics are mechanisms of social
control; however, Gusfield maintains that legislative actions resulting from moral panics
are symbolic acts aimed at maintaining public norms. Gusfield‘s argument is that as
representatives of society, government agencies regulate what is acceptable and
unacceptable in the public realm. For instance, the passage of legislation serves a number
of functions. First, laws affirm social norms and soothe anxieties about change by
aligning laws with cultural values. Secondly, legislation requires social institutions to
conform to laws aligned with cultural values. Third, legislation designates who is and is
not conforming to the laws and thus to cultural values. Therefore, Gusfield suggests that
anything that increases the power of those viewed as oppositional to traditional cultural
values is ―a threat to the social dominance symbolized in the affirmation of the norm‖ (p.
181).
Cohen (1972) examines moral panics in the context of youth deviance. In his
book Folk Devils and Moral Panics, he focuses on how society labels and stereotypes
people who fall outside normative populations. Cohen argues that moral panics typically
emerge in response to a series of events that are perceived as threatening or dangerous to
society. Those events or conditions are then reconstituted by the mass media for
emotional appeal, while institutions of authority such as religion and politics construct
―moral barricades‖ (p. 9) that define parameters of acceptability for components of the
event or condition. Experts launch opinions and perhaps solutions that can be translated
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into and enacted as social or legal policies. While moral panics can be short-lived in their
construction, they can result in a shift in the way society views itself or its members.
Cohen (1972), like Young (2009), proposes that moral panics can affect the way society
labels people, and that after a person is labeled, ―his acts are interpreted in terms of the
status to which he has been assigned‖ (p. 3). Therefore, Cohen‘s moral panic criteria
include the following:
1) Something or something is defined as a threat to values of interests.
2) This threat is depicted in an easily recognizable form by the media.
3) There is a rapid build-up of public concern.
4) There is a response from authorities or opinion-makers.
5) The panic recedes or results in social changes. (p. 8)
Ben-Yehuda (1986) examines the ways moral panics create subcultures that are
stigmatized by moral entrepreneurs. Drawing on Becker‘s 1963 work, Ben-Yehuda
defines moral entrepreneurs as ―actors who attempt to persuade others to adhere to
particular value systems. Moral entrepreneurs start Moral Crusades to transform the
public‘s attitudes toward specified issues, change legislation, and/or attempt to
‗deviantize‘ others‖ (pp. 495-496). Like Gusfield (1967), Ben-Yehuda suggests that
political symbols are manipulated through propaganda and legislation to create a
monolithic value system to which all should adhere. Thus, Ben-Yehuda argues that
moral panics should be examined in the context of social movements that adhere to or
deviate from social change and stability.
Goode and Ben-Yehuda (1994b) propose that moral panics are socially
constructed problems to be examined in the context of five elements: concern, hostility,
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consensus, disproportionality, and volatility (pp. 156-158). Though they use different
words than Cohen uses for describing the progression of moral panics, the essence is the
same. However, Goode and Ben-Yehuda (1994) go further to propose that moral panics
are constructions of three groups that include grassroots groups comprised of the general
public who ―provides fuel or raw material for a moral panic‖ (p. 167), organizational
activists who ―provide the timing‖, and an elite group that ―orchestrates hegemony‖ (p.
165).
Trends toward Redefining the Criteria for Moral Panics
McRobbie and Thornton (1995) argue that the criteria for moral panics should be
reconsidered, and that more attention should be given to the consequences of moral
panics than the actual process of a panic itself. They suggest that moral panics once
functioned as a result of journalistic practices, but are now the goal of journalism and
therefore their outcomes have more impact on social programs and laws. Thus, they
argue that ―the proliferation and fragmentation of mass, and micro-media and the
multiplicity of voices . . . suggest that both the original and revised models are outdated‖
(p. 560) and in need of re-examination. Key to this re-examination is understanding that
―most political strategies are media strategies‖ (p. 571), and that the folk devils described
by Cohen (1972) have become major players in redefining labels or stereotypes ascribed
to them. Thus, McRobbie and Thornton point to the media as ground zero for redefining
the criteria for moral panics.
Johansson (2000) suggests that the historical changes in moral panics are ―the
result of threats towards fundamental beliefs, values and social distinctions in a society‖
(p. 24) that tend to intensify when children and adolescents become involved. Unlike
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previous theorists, however, Johansson (2000) argues that moral panics evolve out of
class, gender and ethnicity issues that are in constant flux or in opposition to traditional
values. As a result, he proposes that moral panics are ―symptoms of conflicts between
different social groups and their disparate world views. . . regarding good and bad
culture, expressing certain groups‘ defence of class and status distinctions‖ (p. 27). More
importantly, however, Johansson asserts that moral panics no longer provide narrow
views of youth or culture, but rather have become outlets for public discussions of social
struggles.
Ungar (2001) and Beck (1992) propose that moral panics have become a part of a
larger context they identify as a risk society. Beck argues that social anxieties about the
environment, medicine, nuclear technology, and other ecological or biological issues
have created a ―political potential of catastrophes‖ (p. 24) that result in a catastrophic
society. Catastrophic events surrounding these concerns breed anxiety because the side
effects are less controllable. Thus, Ungar (2001) argues that moral panics that erupted in
the past about crime, for instance, have become ―a relatively reassuring site for displacing
the more uncertain and uncontrollable anxieties of a risk society‖ (p. 275). Thus,
Cohen‘s model of moral panics focused on a process by which groups were labeled
morally defunct; however, Ungar (2001) and Beck (1992) argue that ―new sites of social
anxiety . . . have emerged alongside moral panics‖ (p. 271) that reach out to a global
population and minimize the impact of moral panics. As a result, it becomes more
difficult to sort out moral panics from other anxieties.
Most recent trends of revising the criteria for identifying moral panics are focused
on refining the definition of moral panics. For example, Critcher (2008) identifies moral
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panics as ―extreme forms of the more general process of moral regulation‖ (p. 32) that
considers class anxieties a major player in the construction of moral panics. Garland
(2008) likewise suggests that contemporary moral panics ―more closely resemble
American-style ‗culture wars‘‖ (p. 17) and that moral issues of any kind will polarize
groups and draw media attention, creating a scenario closely resembling moral panics.
Even though moral panics can erupt in response to any perceived disturbance in
social order, Thompson (1998) asserts that issues involving children and families are the
most vulnerable targets for moral panics. He notes,
The concept of ―risk‖ is particularly relevant to the analysis of moral
panics connected with the family. Politicians and media commentators
have frequently created a signification spiral through moral discourses
concerning episodes or trends that they portray as examples of immorality
and violence due to family breakdown. (p. 87)
Thus, issues involving children and adolescents in particular often inspire the most
aggressive and tenacious panics, and moral panics focused on youth and families are rich
resources for examining how we construct adolescence in the context of moral panics.
Moral Panics and the Adolescent
The construction of adolescence is a modern development that separates older
youth from children. At the turn of the century, G. Stanley Hall (1904) studied what he
termed adolescence and deemed it a period of psychological turmoil. Since then,
adolescence has been viewed as an ―elastic category‖ that ―begins in biology and ends in
culture‖ (Flanagan & Syvertsen, 2006, p. 11). While childhood today is a sacred
construct, adolescence is a perplexing one. As Goldson (1997) writes,
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The dominant and prevailing western representation of childhood
conceptualizes an idealized world of innocence and joy; a period of
fantastic freedom, imagination and seamless opportunity. Children are
thought to occupy the space provided by a walled garden which protects
them from the harshness of the world outside. (p. 1)
On the other hand, adolescence has been termed ―the shame of America‖ (Clendenen,
1955a, p. 17) and evokes images of chaos, violence, and non-conformity. Therefore,
youth safety is of paramount importance to parents and society in general.
Zelizer (1985) asserts that construction of childhood and adolescence is not static;
it changes depending upon the sentiment and labels we ascribe it, and one sign of that
change is the evolution of adolescence as a construct. danah boyd (2008) maintains that
both adolescents and children are ―simultaneously idealized and demonized; adults fear
them but they also seek to protect them‖ (p. 135). Buckingham (2000) contends that
fears surrounding children are powerful forces that garner public support which often
leads to overblown or irrational fears based on spurious assertions (Glassner, 2000). Not
to trivialize bona fide concerns for child safety, it is worthy to note that there do exist
many dangers for which children need adult protection. However, panics tend to escalate
quickly, be very intense, and then diminish, often leaving a trail of social and policy
changes that alter the way we view adolescents. As a result, ―contemporary
categorizations, definitions, and claims about adolescence are imbricated in broader
historically informed cultural realities, sets of ideas, values, and meanings‖ (Saltman,
2005, p. 19).

20

While moral panics very often arise in response to childhood issues, the ensuing
debates intensify when those issues relate to adolescents. This focus extends to
jurisprudence. In his book Perversion of Youth, DiCataldo (2009) argues that in cases
regarding adolescent crimes, the U.S. Supreme Court treats adolescence as a special
category.
[A]dolescents as a group are not yet mature in their decision making and
are therefore less likely to consider alternative courses of action. They are
more limited than adults because of their developmental immaturity. They
are less likely to take into account the perspectives of others, are more
vulnerable to peer pressure and group forces, have a more difficult time
inhibiting impulses, and take high risks. They are simply not fully formed
adults and are prone to immature judgments. (p. 9)
Adolescence is also viewed as a crucial transformation point when a child is expected to
step into adult roles and thereby invites close scrutiny of issues of particular interest to
adolescents. For example, when addressing adolescent sexual agency, Nancy Lesko
(2001) asserts that adolescence must be examined within the historical context of race,
sex, and class: ―Adolescent development became a useful way to talk about and strategize
for racial progress, male dominance, and national strength and growth‖ (p. 6). Egan and
Hawkes (2008) likewise understand adolescence as a cultural creation that ―offered
young people a path toward conditional social recognition by tying maturity to the
rhetoric of development‖ (p. 361), thus making adolescence a particularly important yet
vulnerable period of life. Because moral panics about adolescents do not exist in a
vacuum and are influenced by societies sensitive to race, sex, and class, discourses that
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have been used in the past to frame adolescence can be useful when examining
contemporary issues surrounding youth (Lehr, 2008).
Young (2007) asserts that ―The notion of moral panic delves to the very heart of
our social order; its occurrence is potent ammunition in the production of division, and it
is subtle rhetoric in the fabric of legitimation‖ (p. 64). An important factor in shaping
social order is fear. Altheide (2009) proposes that ―The fear narrative . . . may be defined
as the pervasive communication . . . as people define and experience it in everyday life‖
(p. 81). Parent organizations such as the Parent Television Council (―PTC‖) promote
themselves as protective watchdogs who diffuse parental fears by helping parents protect
their children from egregious television programming. Its website states,
The PTC aims to provide parents with the tools they need to make
informed television viewing decisions. We do this by monitoring
primetime television shows on broadcast TV and reviewing many PG and
G rated movies. We log all content that could be considered questionable
by parents and we give them traffic light ratings according to the amount
of sex, violence, and profanity incorporated into the series or film. . . Each
parent should carefully evaluate the content of the program and decide for
his/her own family what is suitable and what is not. We just hope to help
make those decisions by acting as a quick reference or guide. ―Parents
Television: Welcome,‖ 2010)
On the other hand, the PTC promotes its political agenda aimed at asserting control over
media content by encouraging viewers to participate in the process. For example, they
barter with viewers by asking them to pressure elected officials to enact PTC‘s political
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agendas in exchange for helping parents tease through the maze of inappropriate media
programming that will ultimately protect their children from exposure to violence, sex,
and profanity.
We‘ll frequently send you ―Take Action‖ e-mails and ask that you write
the FCC, your elected official or an advertiser. The only thing it takes to
be a PTC e-alert activist is a computer, internet connection and a
willingness to take action when asked. It‘s one of the most important jobs
a PTC supporter can do. (―Parents Television: Welcome,‖ 2010; emphasis
added)
The PTC essentially functions as a moral moderator between parents and the
entertainment media. Critcher (2009) describes this action as a type of moral force that
―penetrates through to our sense of who we are, since it becomes the right and proper
way for a person of this gender, class, age and nation to behave and to be‖ (p. 18). Thus,
Critcher says, ―The moral code is not merely for public display and enforcement; it
penetrates and helps constitute individual identity in its most intimate forms‖ (p. 19). In
this way, organizations like the PTC participate in socially constructing the definition of
childhood and adolescence.
Post-war Obsessions with Adolescent Behavior
Comic books and the adolescent. In the 1950s, Americans worried about
juvenile delinquency. Gilbert (1986) reports that in 1953, the Senate began a series of
investigations into juvenile delinquency that would span a decade. At the same time, the
film industry launched a series of movies like Blackboard Jungle (1955) and Rebel
Without a Cause (1955) that simultaneously glorified and demonized the juvenile
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delinquent, thereby conflating the definition of delinquency. Hadju (2008) adds that the
definition of juvenile delinquency was constructed by negation as ―the words juvenile
delinquency characterized their subject by its failure to meet expectations – not by what it
was, but by what a disappointment it was‖ (p. 83). Therefore, the label ―juvenile
delinquency‖ became synonymous with lack of appropriate religious upbringing and
family pathology (Ehrenreich, 1989) and the discourse associated primarily with
working-class adolescents. Regardless of its definition, two aspects of juvenile
delinquency that engaged the latent warrior in parents were violence and sex, and a point
at which both violence and sex intersected was in comic books.
Until the 1940s, comic books had been used by teachers to help teach immigrant
children to read, by health care workers to teach people about hygiene and medical
subjects, and by both children and adults for general entertainment purposes (Dorrell,
Curtis, & Rampal, 1995). However, in 1948 comic books became a target of a campaign
to reduce violence and return American youth to allegedly virtuous pre-war values. Time
magazine published an editorial entitled ―Puddles of Blood‖ addressing how a Manhattan
psychiatrist, Frederic Wertham, directly connected increased violence and juvenile
delinquency with the consumption of comic books. The editorial quoted Wertham‘s
concerns that ―We are getting to the roots of one of the contributing causes of juvenile
delinquency. . . You cannot understand present-day juvenile delinquency if you do not
take into account the pathogenic and pathoplastic influence of the comic books (―Puddles
of Blood,‖ 1948). In 1953, the Senate Judiciary Committee formed a Senate
Subcommittee to Investigate Juvenile Delinquency. In 1955 Senator Estes Kefauver
became chairman and led a committee in investigating the increase in violence attributed
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to juvenile delinquents (Gilbert, 1986). By 1955, a series of Congressional
Subcommittee hearings led to self-censorship by the comic book industry, and steps were
being taken to pressure the movie industry to follow suit (Gilbert, 1986; Hadju, 2008).
Perhaps the most damning aspect of comic books for parents and legislators was
their alleged emphasis on violence and sex. In fact, Hadju (2008) reports that ―By the
end of 1952, nearly one-third of all the comics on the newsstands were devoted to the
macabre‖ (p. 189), and that a new lustier form of romance novel had combined with
comic books to produce titles such as It Rhymes with Lust to link sex with violence
(Hadju, 2008). Concurrent with these comic book concerns, there lurked fears that comic
books were weakening American society and ―aiding the Communist‘s aim to weaken
and destroy the youth of our country‖ (Heins, 2001, p. 52). Finally, the Catholic Church
rejected comic book characters as law defying vigilantes who dissuade young people
from respecting authority and corrupt the ―strict sex control‖ that has been placed in their
lives by religious parents (Hadju, 2008, p. 79). Thus, comic books had been condemned
by parents, experts and physicians, religious leaders, and politicians in what has been
coined the comic book scare.
Guy (2009) argues that in the 1950s there was a ―strong sense of social
collectivity‖ (p. 446) that fueled concerns about ―shifting trends in relation to sexuality‖
(p. 444). Thus, Guy raises the question of whether parents in the 1950s were concerned
about sex and violence in comic books, or if they were responding to the shift in
adolescent sexuality that appeared to be drifting away from traditional values and
behaviors. DiCataldo (2009) argues that America has historically considered adolescent
behavior aberrant when it included fighting, stealing, and using drugs, among a host of
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other socially unacceptable behaviors. But, he notes that when it comes to sexual
behavior, it is ―an idea deeply engraved in the American psyche as something altogether
different: damaging, scarring, inherently harmful, traumatizing, a warping mark‖ (p. 1).
Increased sexual and violent lyrics in music appealing to adolescents. In the
1980s, concerns about increasing sexual and violent lyrics contained in music appealing
to adolescents emerged. Whereas moral panics of the past involved parents remotely, by
inviting editorial participation and organization of rallies by women‘s organizations and
religious groups to participate in activities to protect adolescents against perceived
harmful entertainment, the music lyric panic was headed by a group of eleven Senate
wives who called themselves the Parents Music Resource Center (PMRC) who had a
direct audience with Congress (Grossberg, 1992; Martin & Segrave, 1993). One of the
more interesting facets of the music lyric panic is that it bypassed many of the procedural
steps of previous moral panics that effectively hastened the time it took for parents to get
Congressional attention.
Unlike the comic book industry, however, the music industry did not retreat or
concede to parental or Congressional pressure to remove sexual or violent lyrics from
music or agree to a self-punitive prescription of censorship. Rather, they copied the
propaganda techniques used by the PMRC, like sending newsletters to fans, explaining
their position, and garnered much support from the public. In fact, some musicians claim
that the PMRC‘s efforts to quash the sex and violence in their lyrics backfired on the
PMRC and resulted in increased profits for the music industry (Martin & Segrave, 1993).
The music lyric panic of the 1980s was a turning point in the way moral panics
progressed and culminated.
26

Internet indecency and the adolescent. More recently concerns about violence
and sex relating to adolescents have focused on Internet security. In the 1990s, Congress
battled with what it envisioned as a sexually promiscuous world wide web to which all
children and adolescents had unrestrained access. Parents‘ fears were intensified as
regular reports from news media highlighted the proliferation of pornographic materials
on the Internet (Elmer-DeWitt, Bloch, Cole, & Epperson, 1995; Elmer-DeWitt, Cole,
Dickerson, &Smilgis, 1994). An unsettling aspect about Congressional efforts to protect
children and adolescents from Internet improprieties was that ―the youngsters it was
ostensibly passed to protect generally knew more about the Internet and how to explore
its wonders than the politicians, mostly middle-aged or beyond, who had enacted it‖
(Heins, 2001, p. 157). Nevertheless, Congress succeeded in enacting laws to protect
children and adolescents from presumed Internet dangers. In 1996, the Communications
Decency Act (CDA) was enacted but quickly overturned by federal courts and replaced
in 1998 with the Child Online Protection Act (COPA). Because of complaints that
COPA was too vague and restricted legitimate online businesses, Congress replaced
COPA with the Children‘s Internet Protection Act (CIPA) in 2000. In an effort to fence
out inappropriate materials not restricted by COPA laws and to provide a safe haven for
children and adolescents using the Internet, the Dot Kids Implementation and Efficiency
Act (D.N.D.) was enacted in 2002 (Lavell, 2004). Despite laws aimed at protecting
children and adolescents from adverse effects of technology, the changing nature of the
Internet creates a moving target for which parents and law makers continually aim and
miss.
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Profanity and the adolescent. While youth safety remains a very visible
concern to parents, a more subtle concern especially related to adolescents is the
perceived proliferation of profanity. Bogart (2005) argues that ―unrestrained use of
coarse language is an expression of false intimacy, since it sweeps strangers into the same
sphere of uninhibited speech that customarily is limited to family members, close friends,
or work associates‖ (p. 42). Paletz and Harris (1975) attribute use of profanity to
challenges to the ―solemnity and respectability associated with the authority or its
symbols‖ (p. 965). Kenner (1978) argues that profanity no longer retains its original
meaning because of verbal satiation. ―People stopped being shocked by sacred words
heard too often. And profanity and all its attributes died. And the Age of Obscenity
began‖ (p. 91). Some argue, however, that profanity is a direct affront to rules of civility
and politeness (Buss, 1999), and that the entertainment industry has contributed to its
increased use among adolescents (Halnon, 2005; Johnson, Vine & Moye, 2002; Kaye &
Sapolsky, 2004; Parents Television Council, 2010).
There are a number of concerns since World War II in particular that have
focused and reshaped popular understandings of adolescents: attraction to popular
culture, inter-class and interracial contact, gang affiliations and related violence, sexual
activity, educational aspirations, and attachment to (or disaffiliation from) the labor
market. In addition, language plays an important role in the process that focuses
anxieties on youth. Eckert (2003) notes that ―Moral panics quite regularly focus on
language, and the hegemonic view of adolescents as immature, irresponsible, and deviant
sets their language use up as problematic‖ (p. 116).
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In particular, adolescent use of profanity is a concern for many parents and is
linked to ―hostile, angry, insensitive, rude, ignorant, immature, inconsiderate, uncivilized,
childish, lazy, impolite‖ behavior (Feezell, 2008, p. 17). While profanity has been linked
to lower-classes and thus off-limits to middle-and-upper classes (Hughes, 1992), the fword holds a special place in the canon of profanity as taboo. Making its debut over 800
years ago, its meaning has always been pejorative (Read, 1934). However, not until the
turn of the 20th century did the f-word gain widespread and contradictory uses. For
example, it is ―used to confront an adversary, build a bridge to an ally, act macho, shock
the opposite sex, start a quarrel, or end a battle‖ (Jaffe, 1996, p. 44). On the other hand,
some argue that the ubiquity of profanity, and in particular the f-word, is a form of class
warfare in which the affluent create a culture that is ―more lucrative to pander to your
audience, push their buttons, confirm their prejudices, congratulate them on their
limitations‖ (Howard, 1993, p. 772). Buss (1999) asserts that our choice of speech
reflects a concern or lack of concern for practicing good manners, but qualifies that
assertion with the idea that ―Manners involve the appearance of things, rather than the
total reality‖ (p. 708; emphasis added). This concern for maintaining an appearance of
respectability and creation of environments where middle-and-upper class behaviors
differ from lower-class behaviors has historically led to what Stanley Cohen terms moral
panics.
While there appears to be concern about increased use of profanity in general, the
most egregious form of profanity known as taboo profanity draws the most resistance
from parents and other authorities. McEnery ( 2006) chronicles taboo profanity from the
16th century to the present and includes a detailed accounting of how certain words
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became profanity, and in turn, how certain profane words became taboo. He finds that
this process was primarily a function of religious and political control. It is McEnery‘s
contention that the modern preoccupation with profanity emerged as a mechanism
through which the middle-class could distinguish itself from the lower-classes. ―The
panic about public morality had begun, and bad language, in the form of blasphemy,
cursing and swearing, was a prime target for the reformers‖ (p. 90). On the other hand,
Jay (1991) approaches the study of profanity from a neuro-psycho-social perspective,
noting that taboo words such as fuck elicit the most virulent emotional reaction from the
―emotional processing areas in the right cerebral hemisphere and subcortical structures‖
(2008, p. 270). He also attempts to examine the social nature of profanity as it interacts
with gender identity, race and power structures, and social prohibitions. Jay (1981)
asserts that ―anxiety about cursing is a middle-class problem‖ (p. 158), and that the
middle-class has determined ways to manipulate the use of profanity to maintain their
social status. Although Jay asserts profanity is a middle-class concern, he also notes that
the association of cursing as a habit of the undereducated and lower classes is a myth. All
forms of profanity are used by all classes.
It is important at this point to distinguish profanity from obscenity. Haller (1976)
classifies profanity in lay terms as language that is ―blasphemous and irreverent‖ while
obscenity is ―dirty or unclean‖ (p. 28). He asserts that unlike profanity that can be used
in many different contexts while maintaining its original non-profane meaning, obscenity
is always considered vulgar. Feinberg (1983) categorizes obscenity with words uttered
specifically to shock and offend listeners. Legally, obscenity refers most often to
pornographic images or language that is sexual, and obscene speech is not protected
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under the First Amendment (Dow, Lohnes & Albertson, 2006). On the other hand,
profanity is not so clearly defined. Generally, profanity includes ―reviling epithets
naturally tending to provoke violent resentment‖ (p. 9). While some words are
considered mildly profane, such as those associated with bodily functions (i.e., shit and
piss), others (i.e., fuck) are deemed taboo and have been singled out as especially
egregious because they are ―so grossly offensive to members of the public who actually
hear it as to amount to a nuisance‖ (Dow, Lohnes & Albertson, 2006, p. 9). Because
profanity is used in so many ways and for a variety of purposes, the terms that define
them are numerous. Recent changes in FCC regulations are affecting even the legal
definitions of profanity, obscenity, and indecency making an exact definition for this
study inadvisable.
This dissertation uncovered evidence that contemporary anxieties about
increasing use of taboo profanity fit into the pattern of moral panics; however, taboo
profanity does not escalate into a panic until it is used frequently in television and film
marketed to adolescents. At the beginning of my research, there was some question,
however, whether the increased use of taboo profanity, and the word fuck in particular, is
creating a moral panic, or whether this word is an identifying marker of a new subculture
with the emergence of the new subculture creating moral panic. However, my research
discovered that the word itself engenders little more than disapproval by parents and
adults. On the other hand, fervor over the use of the word fuck in environments to which
children and adolescents are exposed like television and film appealing to youth does
replicate actions and behaviors consistent with moral panics
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Conclusion
Moral panics are defined by their emotional rather than logical characteristics, yet
they oftentimes result in changes to laws or public policies. How we view adolescents
and ascribe labels to them can have powerful effects on social and educational
institutions in particular. Lesko (2001) argues that ―if the definitions of youth that we
build into our policies and programs in schools and elsewhere are as much a part of the
problem as they are a part of a supposed solution, then we risk creating identities that will
come back to haunt us for generations to come‖ (p. xi). Examining how we construct
adolescence in the context of highly-charged, emotional moral panics is an important step
in sifting between issues of real danger to adolescents from issues of emotional concerns
about adolescents.
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Chapter 3:
Methods
Introduction
In this chapter, I describe the sources, methods of analysis, and potential
challenges associated with using this methodology. I provide reasons for using a
comparative historical analysis, as well discuss the rationale for the types primary and
secondary documents I used to examine issues surrounding moral panics.
When I first started this research, it was my intention to examine the discursive
nature of news media, floor debates, Congressional documents, etc. to determine if
modern issues of concern surrounding adolescents constituted a moral panic and, if so,
how that influenced modern construction of adolescence. Therefore, I believed a
discourse analysis focusing on the language of these types of documents would net that
information. However, during the course of my research I began seeing very different
patterns that were not necessarily emerging from the language, but from social and
political events that occurred much earlier than, but leading up to, the panics. In fact, I
found one particular theme permeating all the moral panics I was researching, namely,
they focused on entertainment appealing to adolescents. As a result, my research took a
different turn. I found myself looking for patterns of events and adult reactions thereto
rather than specific language found in documents. Thus, my research became a
comparative historical analysis about the patterns shared by moral panics occurring over
a period of a half century.
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Sources
The choice of sources is determined by the need to investigate the patterns of
emergence of moral panics since 1938. In the 1950s, parents united to discuss issues of
common concern by reading magazine and newspaper articles and then writing letters to
the editor about their concerns. By the 1980s, television had become an importance
resource for news about youth issues. Today, parents unite to discuss issues held in
common by joining email lists or participating on blogs created and visited by people
sharing similar interests.
To research events surrounding the comic book panic of the 1950s, I examined
primary documents including women‘s magazines like Ladies Home Journal, McCall’s,
and Collier’s, newspapers including New York Times and various local newspapers,
presidential council reports, inaugural speeches, and Congressional documents. To
research events impinging on the music lyrics panic of the 1980s, I examined FCC
regulatory documents, Congressional hearing documents, and various period newspapers.
To better understand events touching on the 1990s cyberporn panic, I examined various
period newspapers, national magazines like Time, legislation that includes the
Telecommunications Act of 1996, COPA, and CIPA, Congressional documents, and
parent advocacy websites like cyberangels.org and missingkids.com to find parallels
between how alliances formed by modern parent organizations compared to those formed
by parent organizations in the 1950s and 1980s.
Analysis
To examine how moral panics have historically emerged and dissipated with
respect to adolescents, I used the methodology of comparative historical analysis.
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Mahoney (2004) describes comparative historical analysis as ―a field of research
characterized by the use of systematic comparison and the analysis of processes over time
to explain large-scale outcomes‖ (p. 81) like the social construction of adolescence. One
of the benefits of using a comparative historical analysis in this research is that it allowed
for examination of moral panics across many decades and can ―place great explanatory
importance on early events within a sequence, arguing that these events . . . shape
subsequent causal trajectories‖ (Mahoney, 2004, p. 91). Skocpol & Somers (1980)
advocate comparative historical analysis as a useful way of ―looking at historical
trajectories in order to study social change‖ (p. 174). Sewell (1967) asserts that
comparative historical analysis is ―viewing historical problems in a context broader than
their particular social, geographical, and temporal setting‖ (p. 218). Thus, by examining
events surrounding moral panics throughout several decades that relate to adolescents
―provides us not with rules, but with insights‖ (p. 218) about common events that shaped
the social construction of adolescence in the context of moral panics. To be able to
examine moral panics in the last half century, I organized the research around Cohen‘s
(1972) template for moral panics outlined in his book Fold Devils and Moral Panics.
Cohen (1972) provides a fundamental framework for identifying moral panics,
and includes in his criteria a rapid build-up of public concern. Because issues about
adolescent interests are most often deliberated among parents and parent organizations
prior to involvement by public officials, I researched patterns of these deliberations.
Cohen (1972) also notes that moral panics elicit responses from authorities or opinionmakers. Because parents often feel at a loss when it comes to technology, some turn to
parent organizations such as the Parent Television Council for guidance which can take
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the form of a one-click solution. Parent organizations arise in response to the concerns of
many parents and often engage the support of influential members from the medical,
legal, political, and religious communities. As a result, I researched the Parent Television
Council organization as a powerful group with influential members whose direct
concerns include profanity in media appealing to children and adolescents, and whose
efforts have elicited responses from authorities (motion picture industry, FCC) and
opinion-makers (news media).
One concern about using information gathered from parent organizations like the
PTC is that the organization is often viewed as a propaganda tool through which political
agendas are manipulated and thus research that includes its information is by default
biased. On the other hand, its association with propaganda is a justification for using
information gathered from an organization like the PTC when researching moral panics.
Moral panics are nurtured in propaganda because they breed and flourish within
emotional rather than rational, scientific discourse; thus, including information from a
parent organization website that uses propaganda techniques is critical to understanding
how we construct adolescence in the context of post-war, modern-technology moral
panics.
Because my research compares historical events that have been identified as
moral panics with contemporary events that appear to have followed similar patterns, my
research shares some characteristics with historiography, specifically the awareness of
how selection of some issues as important silences other material and frameworks.
Jackson (2001) notes,
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Historiography distinguishes itself from unreflexive ―history‖ by
foregrounding the discursivity of historical narration in a reflexive attempt
to make conscious the constitutive acts of speaking or writing about the
past. . . History is only present within language, and is thereby shaped by
material conditions, politics, ideology, and the very form of its saying and
writing. . . Methodologically, this plays out in terms of particular
strategies in presenting a story of the past: deciding for instance to include
letters and correspondence, photographs, and diaries, etc. (pp. 467-469)
The post-war construction of adolescence includes implicit collective decisions about the
salience of popular culture, social behavior of youth, sexual activity, and violence in
individual and group contexts, and we see evidence of those decisions in moral panics
and other expressions of adult anxiety about youth. Embedded in these decisions is the
assumption that society is crumbling, beginning with youth. Consistent with Jackson‘s
description of historiography, my research uses key pieces of information that appear to
have driven grassroots concerns into becoming moral panics by analyzing the progression
of moral panics that ensued surrounding comic books and early Internet activity that
influenced adolescents.
My research also shares characteristics with information history. Weller (2007)
describes information history as ―a distinct form of historical study in its own right,
which looks at the role of information within past societies. It is grounded in historical
evidence and it operates within the structures of historical research‖ that examine ―how
people understand information, and how it is transformed by changes in society‖ (p. 437).
Several studies have been conducted that attempt to understand how technologies have
37

been used as agents of change. For example, Elizabeth Einstein (1979) researched how
the printing press changed early modern European economics; Brian Winston (1998)
examined how telegraph and telephone technology led into modern Internet technology;
Burke (2005) and Briggs (1977) analyze ways that early technology affected the social
characteristics of communication including the perpetuation of fear.
One criticism of the historical information approach is that it tries to ―impose a
modern interpretation on the past‖ (Weller, 2007, p. 443) thereby risking the validity of
its findings. To avoid this, Weller suggests that the research be carefully contextualized;
however, he also advocates that this type of research is important. He argues,
One of history‘s greatest strengths is that we can extract patterns and
themes from the past to try to explain contemporary human behavior or
cultural climate, or in order to learn from the mistakes (or successes) of
the past. In doing so, we add to the bigger story of human development.
The emergence of information history and digital history in the last
decade, for example, has to a great extent been down to a reinterpretation
of history, based upon the contemporary values and concerns of the
information society. (p. 6)
My research is therefore contextualized within the framework of moral panics and
uses very specific criteria proposed by Cohen (1972). I examined historical
documents that demonstrate the progression of moral panics from the level of
social events as seen in letters to editors from concerned parents and citizens, to
organizational talk found in articles written by medical and educational
professionals, to propaganda talk in articles and texts, to political talk found in
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Congressional documents. To determine if a similar progression of moral panics
exist in contemporary issues of concern to parents, I examined modern forms of
documentation that include historical documents, websites, and other
technological information mediums.
Adolescence is a relatively new construct on the historical landscape. Mintz
(2004) proposes that it became a popular American construct at the beginning of the
twentieth century and was used more as a biological description than a social one. Since
then, there has been a great deal of interest in youth, and sometimes that interest takes the
form of worry and fear. Cohen (1972) and Thompson (1998) suggest that those worries
and fears have at times become so intense that they take the form of moral panics. Moral
panics typically have a short lifespan, but during that short lifespan they often create
social and legal changes that far outlast the panic itself.
There is a vast opportunity to research the ways in which society
constructs adolescence. Weller (2007) proposes that because of the stratification
and diversity of society, any research that attempts to understand its components
will come from equally stratified disciplines. He notes
Contemporary modern society does not limit its discussion of information
to one definition; it is understood and researched as a commodity, a
process, education, through the media, propaganda, and policy, and
through the techniques used to collect, organize, disseminate and preserve
it, to name just a few. (p. 443)
In fact, Weller (2007) proposes that the future of this type of research resides in
the social and cultural history of information which he argues has been largely
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overlooked. My research therefore not only examines construction of youth from
a novel approach situated within moral panics, but it likewise utilizes a form of
research that has historically underrepresented research of social and cultural
construction. Additionally, my research systematically examines the evolutionary
process of moral panics within the context of social and political events that act as
catalysts that propel the emergence of otherwise dormant panics. As a result, this
dissertation adds significantly to the body of literature focusing on construction of
youth within the context of moral panics. Therefore, I will introduce and discuss
relevant historical events that provide context for the moral panics addressed in
each chapter, and then parallel these events to Cohen‘s template for the
emergence and progression of moral panics.
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Chapter 4:
Moral Panics about Comic Books

Comic book heroes and their tales have entertained Americans since Superman
appeared in print in 1938. Even today, superhero films draw more movie fans than
nearly any individual film genre. For instance, in 2002 Spiderman made his comeback as
a film star whose movie netted over $800 million in gross profits. In fact, the Spiderman
trilogy that spanned five years from 2002 through 2007 grossed over $2.5 billion.
Batman joined his fellow superheroes in 2008 when he starred in The Dark Knight whose
gross profits exceeded $1 billion dollars, and Iron Man grossed nearly $1.2 billion with
his 2008 and 2010 movies (―Movie Budget Records,‖ n.d.). Even though comic books
and their characters have endured as American icons, their creators had to wage war with
the American value system – a war that has become known as the comic book scare and
follows closely the trajectory of a moral panic.
As America emerged out of World War II the victor, it struggled with solidifying
a national identity befitting a global world power. Part of that identity included forging a
unified global front espousing loyalty to god, country, and family. Its Commander in
Chief, Dwight D. Eisenhower, led the movement by being the first American president to
be baptized in the Whitehouse, and religion became a powerful voice in the 1950s when
ministers like Billy Graham performed in front of an audience of thousands ushering in
an era of evangelism.
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In the midst of efforts to rally the nation to support political, religious, and family
values, America‘s youth appeared to be rebelling. Juvenile delinquency was on the
increase, and many political and religious groups were quick to place blame on families,
and in particular mothers, for the breakdown in family values. Because comic books
were at their peak of popularity and enjoying escalating profits, they attracted the
attention of political and religious leaders who searched for answers to the burgeoning
popularity of comic books.
Several issues were investigated as possible perpetrators of increased juvenile
delinquency such as drugs and alcohol, but their connection to juvenile delinquency was
difficult to prove. However, one common connection to juvenile delinquency that had
been made years previously by a noted psychologist, Frederic Wertham, was comic
books. By this time, discussions about comic books and juvenile delinquency appeared in
magazines and newspapers across the country. One New York Times reporter even wrote
that a Moscow newspaper compared Superman comic books to ―mass fascisization‖ of
American youth. It further quoted a famous Russian children‘s book writer, Korny
Chukovsky, as saying ―The word superman, as is known, comes from the ideological
inspirer of the German Fascists‘ Nietzsche‖ (―Russian says comic books fascisize,‖ 1949,
p. 33). Thus, American anxieties surrounding comic books were being observed by
America‘s foe, the Russians. In addition to the fact that comic books made much easier
targets to blame for juvenile delinquency they were, unlike other possible contributors,
legal.
In Part 3 of a five-part series published in The Saturday Evening Post (1955b), the
author reported that investigations into the pervasive nature of narcotics sales to
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adolescents as a contributing factor to delinquency was complicated by differences in
opinions among expert witnesses. Statistics about drug-related incarcerations varied
from state to state; suggestions for mobilizing efforts to counteract illegal drug sales and
use varied from organization to organization. Likewise, evidence presented about illegal
sales of alcohol to adolescents met with confusing results. Depending on how vigilant
law enforcement was in investigating complaints, how closely drinking establishments
followed local laws, and how experienced adolescents were in securing false
identification played a role in statistics offered to members attending Senate
subcommittee hearings. The one thing that could be quantified with fairly consistent
statistics was comic book sales. Since comic books were not illegal and their sales could
be examined statistically, the Senate subcommittee could understand trends in readership,
and a link between comic book readership and juvenile delinquency had already been
established in 1948 by psychologist Frederic Wertham who made a direct link between
comic books and increased juvenile delinquency. His simple, direct diagnosis created a
common enemy against which Americans could unify their attacks, namely, comic books.
The most vocal opinion makers during the comic book panic came from science,
religion, and women as representatives of the family unit. Frederic Wertham provided a
voice of reason in a chaotic period of accusations launched at the family and, in
particular, mothers. Billy Graham supported the American government‘s effort to
destroy communism as he appealed to middle-class families for their support in fighting
communism by embracing Christianity. And, women – representing American families –
provided an intense movement aimed at protecting their children from the destructive
influences of comic books. Together, the forces representing science, God, and the
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American family presented a unified front consistent with the new post-World War II
American image.
Popular Culture
Comic books made their debut in 1938 with the comic book hero, Superman
(Genter, 2007). America had experienced a Great Depression and was beginning to
posture itself for involvement in a second world war in response to Hitler‘s invasion of
Austria (Jeansonne & Luhrssen, 2006), and by December 11, 1941, America had become
embroiled in a second world war after which they emerged victorious. During the war,
comic books were read by soldiers abroad as well as Americans at home and many of the
comic books reflected the horrors of war. Such graphic representations in comic books
spurred two decades of debates about the dangers of comic books.
Between World Wars I and II, Superman and Batman comics found celebrity as
they focused on characters whose abilities were unknown to the world in general, and
―with Europe in turmoil and Japan on the march in Asia, it was beginning to look as if the
world would soon need saving‖ (Hine, 1999, p. 224). Superman comic books sold an
average of 900,000 copies each month in 1938 as his superhero friends− Wonder
Woman, Batman, and Captain Marvel− emerged (Genter, 2007, p. 955). Even though
comic books were wildly popular during the 1930s, their popularity exploded when
America entered World War II, and monthly sales soared to over 1.2 million copies
(Vollum & Adkinson, 2003, p. 96). Although considered by many to be children‘s
literature, the comic book appealed to many age groups. Kelly (2009) notes that in 1945,
nearly one-half of the American population read comic books (p. 2). Newspapers
reported that comics had ―a higher readership than any other type of editorial content,
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their readership being exceeded only by that of front-page headlines‖ (Considine, 1953,
p. 27), and that ―more grown people read them than youngsters‖ (Othman, 1954, p. 8).
While American soldiers battled evildoers in war, superheroes battled the forces of comic
evil alongside them, making them a favorite with American troops (Young & Young,
2004). According to a 1953 Lubbock, Texas, newspaper ―During World War II at Army
PX‘s the combined sales of The Saturday Evening Post, Readers Digest and Life were
exceeded by comic books by a ratio of ten to one‖ (Considine, 1953, p. 31). Hence, by
the end of World War II it appeared that comic books had become a favorite American
pastime.
The creation of Superman and Batman, in particular, provided entertainment at a
time when Americans were looking for an escape from the ugliness of economic struggle
(Kelly, 2009). Comic books and film often provided that escape. President Roosevelt
realized that ―When the spirit of the people is lower than at any other time in this
Depression, it is a splendid thing that for just fifteen cents an American can go to a movie
and forget his troubles‖ (Walker, 2004, p. 185). Comic books also filled that void, and in
ways provided even more of an escape. For ten cents, people could buy a comic book
and then share it with friends and family thus providing entertainment that lasted well
beyond the brevity of films. While comic artists thought they were promoting American
values, others thought they were debasing American society.
Major Popular Culture Critics
During the period of 1941 through 1945, America shared a common purpose and
experienced common sacrifices as a nation. Conserving resources, submitting to food
and resource rationing, and restricting leisure activities became a part of American life.
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Young people, too, became involved in the war effort, but not always in the ways adults
approved.
Paradoxically, teen crime, delinquency, illegitimacy, prostitution, and
venereal disease soared. Teenagers called ―Victory Girls‖ crowded bus
depots in cities, saying they wanted to meet soldiers for sex to help
military morale. (Jeansonne & Luhrssen, 2006, p. 217)
With many fathers at war and mothers working in factories to support the war,
adolescents were often left without adult supervision. Many of them gathered in youth
canteens – areas located near military bases and where young men and women met for
dances and mixed socializing (Hine, 1999). Relationships often grew quickly as ―the
prospect of war intensified romantic relationships between classmates and neighbors, and
reversed a long-term trend toward later marriages‖ (p. 230). Thus, within this
environment, Victory Girls – as young as twelve or thirteen – provided ―memorable
experiences to as many young men as possible‖ (p. 230).
Hine quotes a Ladies Home Journal article that states ―The ‗fallen‘ girls have
their reasons, or rationalizations, and freely give them to the questioner. It‘s patriotic to
give ‗their all‘ to men who are in service‖ (p. 230). As a result, even though premarital
sex was largely condemned, exceptions were made for the cause of patriotism. However,
as World War II ended with a treaty of surrender to America by Japan, there came a shift
in public opinion about wartime American self-image and adolescent behavior. Gilbert
(1986) argues that ―sex habits among American young people had not rapidly changed;
instead public opinion had begun to catch up with practices initiated decades before‖ (p.
22). Magazines aimed at teen readership were published, the hot-rod culture emerged,
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teens donned new clothing styles, they listened to rock ‗n roll music, and as a result, the
term ―teenager‖ emerged as a word ―describing [a] new kind of person‖ (Hine, 1999,
225) that identified a group of young people who had their own ideas about sex,
language, fashion, and the world in general (Gilbert, 1986). Willard and Austin (1998)
note that the contradictions between the new post-war youth identity and the social
identity of youth as a ―vicious, threatening sign of social decay‖ often reflect the
―concerns of those in power and only rarely contain evidence of the thoughts, action, or
aspirations of teenagers and young adults unless those groups are seen as some kind of
threat to people with power‖ (p. 2). Thus, the new post-war youth identity clashed with
adult perceptions of youth as the best hope for the future and spawned virulent efforts to
control youth behavior which included the types of literature they read which included
comic books.
Concurrent with the emergence of the teenager after World War II, America
surfaced as a victor, ―blessed by God to follow a mission of progressive reform, free of
entanglements with the immoralities of petty tyrannies of the old world‖ (Costello, 2009,
p. 31) which implied the creation of a new American self-image. Even before World
War II, President Roosevelt addressed Congress on January 6, 1941 and highlighted four
freedoms which he envisioned Americans and the world should embrace. He stated that
the world order Americans sought included ―the cooperation of free countries, working
together in a friendly, civilized society‖ (p. 74 ). A civilized society was one that
expressed ―faith in freedom under the guidance of God. Freedom means supremacy of
human rights everywhere. . . Our strength is in our unity of purpose‖ (p. 74). As
President Roosevelt urged Americans to make sacrifices, he asserted that ―The best way
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of dealing with the few slackers or trouble makers in our midst is, first, to shame them by
patriotic example‖ (Roosevelt, 1941, p. 17). Anderson (2003) asserts that the national
unity espoused by President Roosevelt as a patriotic example manifested itself in a
―demand for conformity, of which the most pernicious expression was the anticommunist hysteria‖ (p. xii). Over a decade later, in his 1953 inaugural address, Dwight
D. Eisenhower echoed President Roosevelt‘s portrayal of America as a nation unified to
promote peace and security by linking America to the good force that must combat evil.
The world and we have passed the midway point of a century of
continuing challenge. We sense with all our faculties that forces of good
and evil are massed and armed and opposed as rarely before in history.
This fact defines the meaning of this day. We are summoned by this
honored and historic ceremony to witness more than the act of one citizen
swearing his oath of service, in the presence of God. We are called as a
people to give testimony in the sight of the world to our faith that the
future shall belong to the free (Eisenhower, 1953, p. 1).
In this statement, Eisenhower created a trinity of unity that included ―We‖ (the American
people), ―one citizen‖ (representing government), and ―God‖ in a divine purpose to
secure and ensure freedom for not only America but the world. As a result, during the
post-World War II era that became known as the Cold War era, part of the new American
identity was,
an individual who lived in the most virtuous political system in the world,
as evidenced by American prosperity, and whose divine mission was to
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extend the benefits of that prosperity to all American citizens . . . by
defending against the evil forces of totalitarianism. (Costello, 2009, 32)
Therefore, as the victor of World War II, America was faced with the task of creating a
new image that promoted virtue, prosperity, and divinity as it continued to battle the evil
forces of totalitarianism.
America the Virtuous
In World War II, America led the conquest against Hitler‘s evil regime, but even
after the war ended they believed there were other evil regimes just as dangerous,
namely, communism. Aiello (2005) maintains that America ―fostered a public belief that
no nation could positively engage with a counterpart perceived by so many as evil.
Popular Christianity became the zenith of popular culture‖ (para. 3). As a Christian
nation, America identified itself as the only hope for global peace, and the most powerful
force for accomplishing world peace was to rid the world of communism by
strengthening the family and instilling Christian values. Frank (1954) asserted ―As to
Communist danger. . ., the first approach to it . . . must be the creating of positive values
at home, for it is the lack or weakness of such values that gives communism and
Communist imperialism their strength‖ (p. 519). Eisenhower exhorted that ―true peace
must come through knowledge of spiritual and moral values and in an understanding of
how to apply them‖ (―Moral Values Only Way,‖ 1953, p. 16). Part of creating a system
based on strong moral values included designing an image of a strong American family.
Carter, in his 1983 book entitled Another Part of the Fifties, examines the mindset
of young families at that time. Citing a 1955 study of recent male college graduates,
Carter proposes that their expectations after graduation were to ―marry, move to the
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suburbs … and settle in for the long haul in a professional office or large corporation
which would thereafter finance the Good Life‖ (p. 94). Togetherness was a catch phrase
coined by McCall’s magazine in 1954 that promoted the ideal family unit as a mother and
father whose lives centered on the home and children (Boyer, Clark, Hawley, Kett, &
Reiser, 2010), and along with this togetherness came increased spending and leisure
activities. Young and Young (2004) report that the decade between 1950 and 1960
experienced significant economic growth, its gross national product growing from $285
million to $500 billion (p. 3). A downside to the economic growth, however, was that
even though the theme of togetherness was being heralded as part of the new post-World
War II American image, fathers began working more hours to subsidize household and
leisure purchases and spent less time with the children, and mothers became chauffeurs
for children who spent more time with friends than with the family (Boyer, et al., 2010).
Even though the family unit seemed to be weakening, the appearance of conformity
remained steadfast as suburbs proliferated.
Suburbs created an illusion of solidarity and similarity, and consisted of mostly
ranch and split-level homes. May (1999) describes the split-level suburban home ―filled
with labor-saving devices and presumably available to Americans of all classes,…
tangible proof, …, of the superiority of free enterprise over Communism‖ (p. 12).
Suburbanites typically made slightly higher wages than urbanites, and suburban families
were generally white. Additionally, suburbanites were voracious consumers. After years
of being cautioned to save and invest in war bonds, the new post-World War II American
consumer was being encouraged to spend. Whyte (1956) quotes a motivational speaker,
Dr. Ernest Dichter, commenting in a bulletin to businesses noting,
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We are now confronted with the problem of permitting the average
American to feel moral, even when he is flirting, even when he is
spending, even when he is not saving, even when he is taking two
vacations a year and buying a second or third car. One of the basic
problems of this prosperity, then, is to give people the sanction and
justification to enjoy it and to demonstrate that the hedonistic approach to
his life is a moral, not an immoral one. (p. 17)
The exhortation above connects immoral conduct (flirting) with the morality of
spending, vacationing, and consumption to make them both equally moral. It also
attempts to justify hedonism as a function of consumerism – a behavior directly linked to
patriotism and the new American ideal in President Eisenhower‘s inaugural speech in
1953. Therefore, the post-World War II American ideal consisted of a nuclear family
with disposable income that lived in a unified democratic system and promoted
patriotism and family values.
Concurrently newspapers, magazines, and the new media— television— reported
daily about increases in juvenile delinquency. Since the 1940s, psychologist Frederic
Wertham had been warning parents about the insidious nature of comic books and their
connection to juvenile delinquency. Magazines popular with American housewives, like
Ladies Home Journal (1953), printed Wertham‘s commentaries alongside photos of
middle-class children reading comic books, while newspapers connected juvenile
delinquency to lower class families (Hodenfeld, 1954). Ultimately, some news reports
pointed to comic books as threats to the American family tantamount to communism.
The Cumberland Times reported, ―Not even the Communist conspiracy could devise a
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more deadly way to demoralize, disrupt and confuse our future citizens‖ (Arne, 1954, p.
17). Thus, a decade of reports about the dangers of comic books had made a clear
connection among comic book readership, juvenile delinquency, lower-classes, and
making comic books a threat to the post-World War II image of an American family.
America the Prosperous
After the Second World War, America was in a unique position to have control
over more than ―50 percent of the world‘s productive capacity‖ (Costello, 2009, p. 33),
thus placing it in the position of global hegemon. Also, the American postwar economy
surged as jobs capable of supporting a family, along with government-subsidized home
mortgages flourished (Hine, 1999). And, in 1955 there were ―1 million married
teenagers, and in 1959 teenage pregnancy reached its modern-day peak‖ (Hine, 1999, p.
234). As a result, marketing strategists began viewing teenagers – and female teenagers
in particular – as not only consumers of poodle skirts, but as consumers for an entire
household. Concurrent with these changes were modifications in how Americans viewed
young teenage boys. During the previous World Wars, young men were expected to
leave school to join military efforts. However, during the post war era, ―they were seen as
too young for one of the most traditional of uses of men in their teens – to serve as
cannon fodder‖ (Hine, 1999, p. 235). It was in this atmosphere of economic prosperity
and social transformation that the baby boom years gained acclaim.
Beginning in the 1940s and, by most accounts ending in the mid-1960s, the baby
boom years as their name implies were explosive (Greenwood, Seshadri, &
Vandenbroucke, 2005). In the 1930s, the number of children born began to drop causing
a general concern that the American population would stall – a dark prospect considering
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the possibility of another war. However, in 1943 American birthrates increased to over
3.4 million, in 1957 over 4.3 million babies were born, and the number of births climbed
every year until 1964 (Smith & Clurman, 2007, pp. 6-7). The baby boom years began in
the midst of the debate about comic books and juvenile delinquency, and by the boom
years Americans were gravely anxious about rising juvenile delinquency. Gilbert (1986)
relates that according to a poll taken in 1959 by the Roper organization, ―delinquency
was viewed more seriously than open-air testing of atomic weapons or school segregation
or political corruption‖ (p. 63). Interestingly, as early as 1948 government task forces
had been established to investigate increases in juvenile delinquency and by 1953 the
federal Children‘s Bureau was predicting an onslaught of juvenile delinquency. Because
of the vast number of children soon to be adolescents, parents and officials were anxious
about the future. Hine (1999) notes that ―with 42 percent more boys and girls entering
the ten-to-seventeen age group in coming years, it [federal Children‘s Bureau] warned of
an increase of 24 percent in car thefts, 19 percent in burglaries, and 7 percent in rapes‖ (p.
240). Simultaneously, psychologist Frederic Wertham published his 1953 book entitled
Seduction of the Innocents in which he outlined heinous crimes committed by young boys
who were allegedly influenced by comic books to commit the crimes. Wertham was
successful in convincing many parents and government officials that comic books were
breaking down the strong, central family unit that was such an integral part of the new
post-World War American identity.
As America became economically stronger, individually and as a nation, the
concept of being an American became synonymous with consensus rather than conflict
for many post-war parents. While comic books and juvenile delinquency were
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threatening the family unit, communism loomed as a threat to American security and
democracy. In his National Security Council Report #68 (1950), Truman outlined what
Americans must do to secure freedom against the encroaching influence of communism
that was feared to be looming as an evil enemy of democracy. In this document, Truman
links freedom and democracy to this newly conceived ideal of American consensus.
The vast majority of Americans are confident that the system of values
which animates our society – the principles of freedom, tolerance, the
importance of the individual and the supremacy of reason over will – are
dynamism… our system of values can become perhaps a powerful appeal
to millions who now seek or find authoritarianism a refuge from anxieties,
bafflement and insecurity.
… our democracy also possesses a unique degree of unity. Our society is
fundamentally more cohesive than the Soviet system… expressions of
national consensus in our society are soundly and solidly based.
… Having achieved a comprehension of the issues now confronting this
Republic, it will then be possible for the American people and the
American Government to arrive at a consensus. Out of this common view
will develop a determination of the national will and a solid resolute
expression of that will. The initiative in this process lies with the
Government. (pp. 22-23)
Truman carefully connected the ideals of ―our (American) system of values‖ with unity,
cohesion, soundness and solidarity in contrast to other governments who promised only
―anxieties, bafflement, and insecurity‖. Truman included the American people and the
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American government in a divine democratic imperative aimed at securing peace and
security for the world‘s citizens. On the other hand, as the American government used
rhetoric to define American culture as free, tolerant, and supreme, it also identified these
freedoms with vulnerability because a free society ―is vulnerable in that it is easy for
people to lapse into excesses‖ (Truman, 1950, p. 23). Gilbert (1986) notes that as the
1950s progressed, America‘s new consensus identity grew alongside concerns about
economic excesses, especially as they pertained to adolescents. For instance, Gilbert
(1986) notes that by 1959, teenagers ―controlled a total of 9.5 billion dollars of income …
and influenced even larger expenditures‖ (p. 209). Thus, there existed a general anxiety
about teenagers and what was perceived as an increase in juvenile delinquency linked
directly to the excesses found within the new free, tolerant, and divine American culture.
A New York Times article reported that juvenile delinquency characterized in part
by narcotics use and violence had increased by 20 percent in New York between 1950
and 1952, while it had increased 10 percent in the United States overall during the same
period (Freeman, 1952, p. 1). Even though juvenile delinquency was on the rise, the press
expressed concern about the relative lack of interest on the part of the American public in
stopping it. Freeman noted that ―the public gets alarmed in sporadic cycles, perhaps first
about sex offenders, then narcotic addicts, but lacks convictions about the causes of
delinquency‖ (Freeman, 1952, p. 77). However, a steady barrage of news reports
published in the 1940s and 1950s laid blame for juvenile delinquency on the family unit.
Hodenfield (1959) inferred that parents complicate delinquency issues ―because
…parents refuse to recognize virtue or promise in clinical treatment‖ (p. 4). Green
(1950) claimed that delinquents were trained by parents since the ―home is the first great
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training school‖ (p. 19). Some reports fell short of blaming parents alone pointing to the
need for ―more child guidance in schools, better mental hygiene instruction for parents,
better training of teachers‖ (―Medical Association clears parents‖, 1955, p. 2). Yet, other
reports went so far as to blame parents for the inability of soldiers to adjust to enemy
capture. A Pennsylvania newspaper report suggested that,
soldiers captured by the Communists in Korea were unable to adjust to the
hardships of captivity because parental training failed to provide them
with moral values and Yankee resourcefulness… . The report called this a
―new softness.‖ . . . The Army cannot instill character and patriotic
attitudes in men if there had not been old fashioned childhood training in
sound moral values and strength of character to live by them. (―Parents
blamed,‖ 1958, p. 5)
Part of the ―new softness‖ mentioned in the above quote refers to how adolescents were
being viewed by the public. More boys were staying in school, the GI Bill allowed young
men to return to school after the war, and economic prosperity ―gave both children and
adolescents the means to enjoy the decade‘s wave of consumerism‖ (Young & Young,
2004, p. 23). The image of the responsible boy soldier transformed into the image of the
consumer boy teenager.
American prosperity permitted teens to find part-time jobs which continued the
cycle of consumerism established by their parents. Blackwelder (1997) asserts that from
the 1950s through the 1970s, teenage employment emanated from families above the
poverty line rather than below it indicating that more middle-class teens worked to gain
personal spending money rather than to support the family. Additionally, Blackwelder
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(1997) proposes that teens filled job vacancies that emerged as a result of World War II
that were left unfilled by adult workers. An interesting player in teen consumerism was
Eugene Gilbert who organized efforts to poll teenagers about what types of products they
wanted. As a result, Gilbert ―could assure his business clients that adolescents added
billions of dollars to the U.S. economy‖ (Young & Young, 2004, pp. 25-26), and
advertisers built campaigns around teen markets. Consequently, James Gilbert (1986)
notes that adolescents wielded power because they ―now exercised an important
influence over the expenditures of the average American family‖ (p. 207). Eugene Gilbert
(1956) portrayed teens as privileged and lacking the same discipline and character of
their parents. He reports,
sons and daughters may have more uncommitted pocket money than their
parents. Dad pays the bills, worrying about the mortgage, food, clothing
and other expenses, often winding up with little left over. The children,
free of such major responsibilities, are usually free to spend their increased
income as they see fit… . The boom that is benefiting high school
students carries over and even grows when the young people enter college.
And when the college student reaches his senior year, he is often beset by
dozens of companies in search of his services. (p. 7)
In some ways, adolescents were viewed as being in the driver‘s seat within the family.
Unlike previous generations, baby boom teens had standards for their parents. For
instance, The Gastonia Gazette (1958) outlined ways that parents embarrass their
teenagers. Girls were evidently embarrassed by mothers who tried to look like a teenager
or didn‘t look ―neat and well-groomed‖ (Millett, p. 6); the teenage boy ―hates to have his
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parents remind him to be careful when he starts off in a car… [and] doesn‘t want to be
questioned on where he has been and what he has been doing‖ (Millett, p. 6). This
reversal of expectations between parent and child, and the emergence of teens into
consumer territories previously held by adults led to family conflict and formed the basis
of generational gaps. Gilbert (1986) argues that middle-class delinquency emerged in
part out of the post-World War II youth culture based in part on consumerism that
promoted ―hedonism, values that sharply undercut the beliefs of parents‖ thus leading to
―generational struggle‖ (p. 138). With newspaper, magazine and television reports
repeatedly pointing to juvenile delinquency as a demoralizing influence to American
democracy, more attention was given to the causes of delinquency.
In 1955, The Saturday Evening Post published a five-part series entitled ―The
Shame of America‖ based on a 16-month investigation and results of a Senate
subcommittee study that cautioned parents that ―the delinquent may be … your own –
regardless of your social position, your economic status or your good intentions. Juvenile
delinquency today is everybody‘s problem‖ (Clenden & Beaser, 1955a, p. 78). The Post
report noted that the most important but least publicized factors of juvenile delinquency
they discovered was the adult who profited from delinquents such as narcotics dealers,
pimps, pornography peddlers, and those who buy stolen goods from children.
Additionally, they included ―publishers of salacious, sex-laden books and magazines that,
quite legally, are made easily available to impressionable adolescents at the corner
newsstand‖ (Clenden & Beaser, 1955c, p. 25), most notably comic books. A critical
aspect of The Saturday Evening Post series is that it lays the foundation for targeting
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comic books as the cause of juvenile delinquency rather the other categories they had
identified in the report.
The post-World War II national identity included increased prosperity as jobs
capable of supporting a family became available. The unity trinity proposed by
Eisenhower in 1953 consisting of the individual, the government, and divine authority
opposed comic books as a threat to America‘s prosperity to the extent that they were
viewed as contributors to juvenile delinquency which, in turn, contributed to a moral
breakdown of the family. Individuals, government organizations, and religious leaders
joined to focus on comic books as a threat to the prosperity of the American family unit,
and thus a threat to democracy.
America the Divine
A very important part of the post-World War II self-image involved religion.
Wuthnow (1978) refers to post-World War II as a time for restructuring American
religion. Church attendance surged with one-half of all Americans claiming church
membership (Young & Young, 2004). Setting an example for the nation, President
Eisenhower was baptized in the White House, while the New Revised Standard Bible
enjoyed best-seller status for three years. In 1954, President Eisenhower encouraged
Congress to add the words ―under God‖ to the Pledge of the Allegiance (Pollock, 2009),
and in 1955 America made the phrase ―In God We Trust‖ its motto (Young & Young,
2004, p. 8). Lady Nancy Astor, Britain‘s first woman to sit as a Member of Parliament in
the British House of Commons, identified America and Britain as ―profoundly moral
nations‖ whose values are ―shared by all Bible-reading countries in common‖ (Robb,
1954, p. 4). Her ideas echoed Roosevelt‘s sentiments in his 1941 Inaugural address that
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equated Americans‘ faith with the tough fiber of its people while religion fostered
American character and motivated it to expand its vision of democracy to countries
outside the United States. During the post-World War II period, interest in religion
soared in part because it became ―an ally of conformity‖ (Jeansonne & Luhrssen, 2006, p.
300). Young and Young (2004) assert that ―Americans attended church in record
numbers. About half the citizenry claimed church membership or affiliation in 1950‖ (p.
8) while the phrase ―the family who prays together stays together‖ became a popular
slogan of the time.
Evangelism: Christian America v. anti-Christian Russia. Evangelism
emerged as both a religious and political force, and expanded as ministers like Billy
Graham gained national attention for religious crusades. America prided itself for having
a divine obligation to fight communism and totalitarianism, and its religious vision was
rooted in the family and the family unit. President Eisenhower reminded Americans in
his 1953 inaugural speech that God was an essential part of family and democracy. Billy
Graham became a popular religious voice that reinforced the role religion played in
American family life. During his speech to nearly 20,000 listeners in Madison Square
Garden. He stated,
The home is regarded by all Christian nations as the basis of civilized
society. Any nation can only be as strong as its home…The greatest men
of our days were not fashioned on the battlefield, but in the cradle at the
fireside. (―Billy Graham‘s mother takes platform,‖ 1957, p. A8)
Even though Graham was not the first minister to participate in evangelical crusades, he
did become the first televangelist (Balbier, 2009). Clearly stating America‘s commitment
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to Christianity, Graham articulated religion as the major force against communism when
he proclaimed,
Western culture and its fruits had its foundation in the bible, the word of
God, and in the revivals of the seventeenth and eighteenth centuries.
Communism, on the other hand, has decided against God, against Christ,
against the bible, and against all religion. (quoted in Witham, 2007, p.
242).
Graham intertwined religious and national responsibility, created a clear image of a
common enemy, and ―gave form to the image of the American evangelical brethren as a
national community at war‖ (Balbier, 2009, p. 75). By hailing the invitation to all
Americans, he unified people of varying religions to join the Crusade for Christ and
against communism.
One of Graham‘s most persistent messages included the dangers of communism
eroding American democracy. He warned his followers about communistic infiltration.
Defining communism as the religion of the devil, Graham created a we versus them
mentality among new converts based on principles of democracy versus communism
(Balbier, 2009). While Billy Graham‘s legacy is his war against communism through
Christianity, Graham used his weekly newspaper columns to caution parents about comic
books because comic books had been linked to communism and their destructive
influences on family unity. Graham responded to parents‘ questions about regulating
comic books in the home. For example, responding to a parent expressing concern about
what to do with comic books her children enjoyed, Graham suggested, ―take the bull by
the horns and censor their reading material‖ (Graham, 1954, p. 12). He further exhorted
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parents to ―find time to read to them from the Bible. . . At first, they will rebel, for their
ears have been attuned to trash, but after awhile they will develop a flare for the classical
rather than the cheap‖ (p. 7). As a result, Graham gave parents a divine recipe for
protecting their children from dangerous, communistic, and cheap reading materials that
would ultimately restore American family values and patriotism.
Perhaps one of the most effective strategies Graham used in his crusades against
communism was to cast himself as a middle-class citizen. Balbier (2009) asserts that
Graham not only appealed to middle-class family values, but he ―staged himself as a new
type of preacher and acted like a middle-class salesman to help them resolve the tension
between their consumption behavior and the Christian ideals of modesty and charity‖ (pp.
77-78), and as a result, Graham was portrayed in the media as a ―pop star‖ (p. 78).
Linking his religious message to consumerism and anti-communism, Graham ―sold hope
and salvation. He did not ask for social responsibility, but rather reinforced the American
way of life‖ (Balbier, 2009, p. 79). Thus, part of Graham‘s appeal to the middle-class
was that he removed the social responsibility for juvenile delinquency from parents and
placed that responsibility on the shoulders of the comic book industry as participants in
the spread of communism.
McCarthy (2010) notes that part of Graham‘s success as a television evangelist
was that he was a ―renowned public speaker and radio preacher‖ (p. 5). Additionally,
McCarthy (2010) asserts that successful television evangelists such as Rex Humbard,
Jerry Falwell, and Oral Roberts, were ―charismatic individuals whose ministries
sometimes became cults of personality. In general, their sermons caught the viewer‘s
attention through slick presentational style‖ (p. 6). Thus, magazines and television found
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Graham a marketable figure with a message that captured viewers‘ attentions. Journalists
described him as ―Well-tailored in a gray summer suit, white shirt and gray and purple
tie, the blonde, wavy-haired Billy spoke with the punch, poise and magnetism of a super
salesman, rather than the fire of an old-time evangelist‖ (Mitchell, 1957, p. 55). Not only
had Graham won the admiration of many Americans, he also gained approval of the
Catholic Church. Quoted in the Van Wert Times Bulletin, ―We have the impression that
he is one of the vanishing race of Protestant divines with whom a Roman Catholic
scholar could actually sit down and talk theology‖ (―Roman church paper lauds Graham,‖
1955, p. 2).
A Baptist minister from North Carolina, Graham earned the title of Pastor in
Chief for his close relationships with American presidents, and ―shaped the contours of
American public religion‖ (―Billy Graham pastor in chief,‖ 2007). Appearing in five
full-length movies, ―hosting weekly radio programs on nearly 1,000 stations, and a daily
newspaper column syndicated in 99 newspapers‖ (―Religion: the new evangelist,‖ 1954,
p. 1), Billy Graham changed America‘s perception of religion during the Cold War
period. Until Graham, middle-class families tended to ―regard the sweaty urgency of
evangelistic Christianity as frequently hypocritical and always in bad taste‖ (―Religion:
the new evangelist,‖ 1954, p. 2). But, Billy Graham presented himself as a young, strong,
and very middle-class spokesman for American Christianity. Nonetheless, his message
was powerful. He exhorted, ―The greatest sin of America is our disregard of God. .. God
has allowed evil nations to be destroyed by other wicked nations. . . God may allow
Russia to destroy America‖ (Religion: the new evangelist,‖ p. 10). Thus, Graham
captured the attention of not only American families, but presidents as well.
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As America‘s first televangelist, Billy Graham was skilled in using the media to
spread his gospel. News about Graham‘s religious crusades were often front page news
in the Chicago Tribune and New York Times. Time and Life magazines featured Graham
on their front covers in their October 25, 1954 and July 1, 1957 issues, respectively. As a
result, Graham combined religion, national identity, and consumer culture to create a
powerful voice that resonated with the post-World War II American image.
While Graham may have garnered attention from the American public and
presidency, other religious voices dotted public and political discourse. For instance, the
Chaplain to the United States Senate exhorted Americans to maintain their faith as a
political act to ensure democracy‘s survival. In a prosaic and alliterative address he
stated,
Our democracy will never be destroyed by infiltrating Reds. It can be
made to wither by neglected roots. The surest way to cause the fair flower
of freedom to fade is by cutting the roots reaching into rich ancestral soil...
A cut flower is a doomed flower. In this frightening day it is dawning
upon America, in the glow of a new spiritual renaissance that only
religious faith can undergird democracy… . (Harris, 1955, p. 3)
Thus political and religious leaders made a close connection between religion and
democracy. However, since the 1920s religious leaders had been voicing concerns about
corruption of the American family‘s religious values and targeted comic book readership
as a central issue involved in that corruption.
Religious historian Dianne Kirby maintains that ―the Cold War was one of
history‘s greatest religious wars, a global conflict between the god-fearing and the
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godless‖ (2003, p. 3). Within the context of the unified post-World War II American
image as a nation with divine guidance, the idea of ―them‖ (non-religious) against ―us‖
(religious) permeated as ―religion became a marker of anti-communism‖ (Clark, 2009,
p.2). In addition to Billy Graham, one of the most prominent religious groups at the
forefront of the anti-communist, anti-comic book movement was the Catholic Church.
Roman Catholic condemnation of comic books and communism. In 1938 the
Roman Catholic Church organized a pressure group that sought to curb youth access to
magazines, paperback books, and eventually comic books in response to attempts by
social conservatives to defend traditional family values (O‘Connor, 1995). Emerging
from 70 years of legal precedents beginning in 1868 aimed at purifying literature
available to children, the Roman Catholic Church organized The National Organization
for Decent Literature (NODL). The NODL functioned as a censorship mechanism that
fulfilled the objectives outlined in the 1868 Regina v. Hicklin case that provided a
template against which literature could be identified as obscene. The case stipulated the
test of obscenity was ―whether the tendency of the matter charged as obscenity is to
deprave and corrupt those whose minds are open to such immoral influences, and into
whose hands a publication of this sort may fall‖ (Potter, 2009, p. 92). In 1957, however,
Justice Felix Frankfurter‘s ruling in Butler v. Michigan shifted away from the Hicklin
decision. Justice Frankfurter wrote ―quarantining the general reading public against
books not too rugged for grown men and women in order to shield juvenile innocence‖ is
―to reduce the adult population. . . to reading only what is fit for children‖ (―To roast the
pig,‖ 1957, para. 3). Thus, a healthy debate existed within the legal community about the
extent to which individuals or organizations could control use or distribution of literature
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like comic books. However, the Roman Catholic Church had since 1917 incorporated
censorship into their code of canon law that provided for ―the prohibition of books and
other materials after publication‖ in America (O‘Connor, 1995, p. 389). As a result, the
NODL began using strong-arm tactics to curb the proliferation of alleged obscene
materials.
The NODL received significant support from Catholics and non-Catholics as well
for their efforts to protect children, in particular, from what they believed to be harmful
and obscene reading materials. However, by the mid-1950s, there were growing
concerns about the methods they used to persuade others to join their cause. Fischer
(1956) relates that NODL members pressured ―news dealers, drug stores, and booksellers
to force them to remove from their stocks every item on the NODL blacklist‖ (p. 15).
They enlisted the local police to ―threaten booksellers who are slow to ‗co-operate‘‖ (p.
15). Fischer outlines how the NODL offered monthly certificates that identified
shopkeepers as compliant with NODL policies. In turn, the NODL notified parishioners
from which stores to shop. Fischer contends that most shopkeepers agreed to the
NODL‘s condition because paper backs and comic books were typically ―minor side
line‖ (p. 16) items, and if a customer asked for a book that had been pulled from the
shelves, they typically purchased other items in the store while they were there.
Therefore, shopkeepers believed it was better to comply with the NODL than to create
trouble. Thus, the NODL essentially controlled what shopkeepers sold and what
consumers purchased by employing intimidation.
Part of the fervor behind the Roman Catholic Church‘s campaigns against alleged
obscene materials is preceded by their struggle to gain legitimacy at the turn of the
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century. It is relevant to note that Catholics had experienced attacks by groups who, like
the Ku Klux Klan, claimed Catholics were anti-American. The Ku Klux Klan claimed
that ―Catholics owed their primary loyalty to a foreign potentate‖ (Goldberg, 1996, p.
34). Thus, the Catholic Church was motivated to overcome doubts in the minds of many
Americans who had just emerged from a world war aimed, in part, at destroying Fascism
about Catholic loyalties. Consequently, they asserted themselves as voracious antiCommunists during the Cold War in part to demonstrate their loyalty to the principles of
democracy (Clark, 2009). Interestingly, however, the organization they created – the
NODL – and the tactics they employed were counterproductive due to their hypocrisy.
When asked about the history of the Church‘s combative relationship with communism,
Archbishop Giuseppe Fietta replied that it was centered on religious freedom. He noted,
―…religious freedom goes beyond worship alone. It includes freedom to adopt the most
efficient ways and means accorded all social institutions – whether cultural or political –
namely, freedom of the press and association‖ (Casserly, 1959, p. 14). As a result, the
Church‘s support of the NODL drew criticism from not only non-Catholics, but within
the Church itself as defying its own belief in freedom of the press, and by extension,
freedom of speech (Fischer, 1956). On the one hand, the Church supported freedom of
speech. On the other hand, comic books had become associated with communism by
some like Billy Graham and, therefore, an affront to Christianity.
The Roman Catholic Church was by no means the only religious organization to
voice their opinions about obscene literature, and comic books in particular. In
communities throughout the United States, parent groups and organizations joined with
churches against the comic book industry (―1,800 Religious Educators Meet,‖ 1953;
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―Group to Fight for Better Kids,‖ 1954; ―Comic Book Topic is Discussed‖, 1955). In
fact, Boston (2008) suggests that religious involvement in comic book censorship fell
along geographical boundaries. For instance, southern fundamentalist Baptists tended to
object to books that alluded to evolution, while northern and midwestern areas were
dominated by the Catholic Church‘s censorship efforts. Even though the Catholic
Church drew media attention for its persuasive efforts to censor comic books and other
literature, it was conservative Protestant churches that took the lead in anti-communist
crusades. Because an association had been made between comic books and communism,
―the notion that the Cold War struggle was not simply a military or economic conflict but
a spiritual one‖ (Schafer, 2007, p. 25) became a motivating force for continued attacks on
comic books.
Even though religious icons like Billy Graham and religious organizations like the
Catholic Church certainly took the lead in promoting anti-comic book sentiments,
women‘s groups also became a powerful force in the anti-comic book movement. One of
the most active women‘s groups to emerge was the General Federation of Women‘s
Clubs (GFWC).
General Federation of Women’s Clubs: Women of Action
Other important players in the anti-comic book movement included women‘s
organizations. One of the most active women‘s groups was the General Federation of
Women‘s Clubs (GFWC). On its website, the GFWC reports that it is ―one of the world's
largest and oldest nonpartisan, nondenominational, women's volunteer service
organizations, was founded in 1890 and chartered by the 56th United States Congress in
1901‖ (―General Federation: About GFWC,‖ para. 1). Their organization has a history of
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social and political advocacy, and ―From food safety legislation, to labor laws, to
protecting those with disabilities, to enacting legislation to combat domestic violence,
GFWC truly has a voice and an impact in our nation's policy‖ (―General Federation:
About GFWC,‖ p. 1). In the early 19th century, the GFWC was involved in anti―Cheesecake‖ efforts. ―Cheesecake‖ was a slang term used to identify erotic images of
women‘s bodies (Meyerowitz, 1996). By the end of the 19th century, national women‘s
organizations like the GFWC positioned ―middle-class women as maternal guardians of
the public morals‖ (p. 13) who turned their attention to protecting children and
adolescents from a host of allegedly dangerous activities that included reading comic
books.
As part of a longer history of class-influenced and gendered censorship, members
of the GFWC organized campaigns that included sending thousands of women across the
country into shops and drugstores to pressure owners to remove comic books from the
shelves. On November 27, 1954, The Mason City Globe Gazette reported that five
million women, representing 16,000 GFWC clubs across the country were involved in the
anti-comic book campaign. Instructions outlining a blueprint for actions against comic
books included,
Appoint a chairman of a committee to abolish the crime comics; hold a
meeting of the committee and map plans; set up criteria to evaluate
comics; form a community committee to abolish crime comics; ask school
officials to aid in setting up a youth committee in high schools to abolish
crime comics; hold a meeting each month, be sure to invite the press, TV
and radio representatives; appoint volunteers to visit newsstands regularly;
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over the committee‘s name write letters to publishers of crime comics and
retailers protesting the magazines. (―Federation in campaign on comics,‖
p. 12)
The article noted also that while the goal of that campaign was to regulate the comic book
business, its overall mission was to ―abolish crime comic books‖ (p. 12). Not only did
the GFWC send out armies of women to individual shopkeepers, Board members wrote
the Senate subcommittee on juvenile delinquency notifying them of the names of
allegedly indecent comics and their publishers found on local store shelves.
Another strategy employed by the GFWC was to hold town meetings to educate
the public about the dangers of comic books. For instance, The Constitution Tribune of
Chillicothe, Missouri, announced GFWC-sponsored meetings to discuss Frederic
Wertham‘s Seduction of the Innocents. Enlisting the assistance of the local public
library,
The librarian prepared a review of Dr. Wertham‘s book and exhibited
samples of comic purchased from local news stands. Alongside the comics
were shown children‘s magazines which are available for loan at the
library, some of which may be purchased at local newsstands. (―Women‘s
group acts locally on comic book issue,‖ 1955, p. 1)
The article continues by noting that GFWC members visited local shopkeepers urging
them to remove copies of comic books, and thereafter ―the committee is to call at each of
the stores selling the comics bi-monthly and make recommendations as to which should
be displayed and which should not‖ (p. 2). By the end of a 15-month campaign to rid
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local communities of comic books, The Rhinelander Daily News reported the GFWC‘s
successes. It stated,
In response to a questionnaire, 12 state federations reported legislation
enacted to curb or prohibit the sale of crime, sex or horror books. The
states are Wisconsin, Connecticut, Illinois, Indiana, Maryland, New York,
North Carolina, North Dakota, Ohio, Washington and South Dakota. . .
Vermont Legislature passed a joint resolution for all agencies of law
enforcement to stem the tide of objectionable publications. . . Four states –
Maine, South Carolina, Tennessee and Pennsylvania – reported legislation
on the books had been revived or revised. (―Women‘s clubs see success,‖
1956, p. 6)
Women across America joined organizations like the GFWC believing it was their duty
to rid the country of juvenile delinquency-inducing crime and horror comic books
(Spring, 1992). Their efforts created a momentum in the campaign to rid the country of
crime and horror comic books that resulted in state and local anti-comic book legislation.
Notwithstanding the voices of religion and women‘s organizations representing
the family, one of the most influential voices to emerge during the comic book panic was
that of psychologist Frederic Wertham.
Frederic Wertham: Man of Science
rederic Wertham was a ―German-born psychiatrist and once well-known and
widely-respected expert in the areas of psychiatry, criminality, juvenile delinquency, and
civil rights‖ (Beaty, 2005, p. 3). During the 1950s, Wertham became synonymous with
castigation of the comic book industry as contributors to juvenile delinquency, and is
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credited with being a key player in the demise of comic books at that time. However, the
movement against comic books began much earlier.
In the years just after World War II ended, children became a ―symbol of the fear
and expectations the American public had about the impact of World War II on the
nation‘s children‖ (Klein, 2007, p. 10). A series of events—the 1942 Commission on
Children in Wartime, the 1943 March of Time series ―Youth in Crisis‖, and the 1943
Zoot Suit Riots – served to pique national attention and concern about juvenile
delinquency (Klein, 2007). New forms of mass media that included comic books were
perceived as destructive influences on social norms. Reports that juvenile delinquency
had been linked to comic book readership was on the increase. Some communities
responded by holding book burnings to destroy comic books or other books deemed
inappropriate for children and adolescents (Costello, 2009). Amid this chaos and anxiety
came a clear voice from a man of science, Frederic Wertham.
An educated psychologist, famed expert witness for the courts, and published
author of books and scholarly articles, Wertham provided simple, straightforward
answers and solutions to the problem of juvenile delinquency. Wertham identified comic
books as the cause of juvenile delinquency, and the solution to juvenile delinquency was
therefore to rid society of comic books. Wertham‘s focus on comic books as the culprit
in juvenile delinquency removed the stigma from parents and particularly mothers who
were being blamed for juvenile delinquency. In the early 1940s, J. Edgar Hoover, the
director of the Federal Bureau of Investigation (FBI), placed blame for increased juvenile
delinquency rates squarely on parents and claimed that ―the gradual breakdown of the
American home is beginning to be reflected in the national behavior pattern and is a real
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cause of alarm‖ (―FBI reports new 10-year crime,‖ 1947, p. 5). Kafka (2008) states that
Hoover pointed mainly to working mothers as agents of family decline and waged ―a fullfledged public campaign urging them out of the factory and back into their homes‖ (p.
202). Therefore, when Frederic Wertham wrote Seduction of the Innocents in 1954
identifying comic books, rather than parents and mothers in particular, as the cause of
juvenile delinquency, he became a welcome voice of reason amid emotional accusations.
Wertham was well-known since he frequently published articles in women‘s
magazines like Ladies Home Journal, Redbook, Colliers, and McCall’s. In the March 27,
1948, issue of Collier’s Magazine, journalist Judith Crist devoted much of the article
entitled ―Horror in the Nursery‖ to Wertham‘s claims about the dangers of comic books.
In March 29, 1948, Time magazine reported on Wertham‘s presentation to the
Association for the Advancement of Psychotherapy in which Wertham portrayed comic
books as sadistic and dangerous to children. In the article entitled ―Puddles of Blood‖,
Time portrayed Wertham‘s comments at the presentation linking comic books to
delinquency as a diagnosis for juvenile delinquency. The May 29, 1948, issue of the
Saturday Review of Literature, included Wertham‘s article entitled ―The Comics…Very
Funny‖ in which Wertham directly links comic books to violent crimes committed by
youth. In August of the same year, Reader’s Digest reprinted an excerpt Wertham‘s
article ―The Comics…Very Funny‖ followed by a summary by Judith Crist. As a result,
even before Seduction of the Innocents was published in 1954, Wertham had become
well-known for his claims linking comic books to juvenile delinquency.
Friedman (2003) maintains that Wertham was an ―adept manipulator of material
symbolism. Seeking to stimulate middle-class women‘s identification with other mothers‘
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struggles to protect their children from the seductions of mass media‖, he warned that
society was ―an America of endangered children and besieged mothers, bound together
by their vulnerability to the sadists in the comic books‖ (p. 215). Thus, Wertham targeted
middle-class mothers who were concerned for their children‘s safety and who were often
the targets of accusations made by the government about family influences on juvenile
delinquency.
Twomey (1955) contends that Frederic Wertham was the ―factor most largely
responsible for such widespread anti-comic-book sentiment as has been aroused at local
and national levels‖ (p. 623). One of Wertham‘s most vocal supporters was the Citizens‘
Committee for Better Literature that was in part a creation of the Chicago Police
Department‘s Censor Bureau whose members represented organizations like PTA‘s, the
Council of Catholic Women, the Episcopal Diocese of Chicago, and the Illinois
Federation of Women‘s Clubs (Twomey, 1955). At the peak of Wertham‘s campaign to
end comic book distribution, a 1954 Subcommittee to Investigate Juvenile Delinquency
of the Senate Committee on the Judiciary focused national attention on comic books‘
contributions to juvenile delinquency. Concurrent with the Subcommittee hearings was
the publication of Wertham‘s book entitled Seduction of the Innocents. Heralded by
educators, ministers, and organizations, Seduction of the Innocents was touted to ―help
…build the understanding essential to the growth and survival of our free democratic
society‖ (Morgan, 1954, p. 473). In a front-page article entitled ―The Shocking Story
of—Crime Against Youth,‖ (1954, July 18, p. 1), the journalist proclaimed that
America‘s children were being damaged for profit, stating
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The nefarious business flourishes in every neighborhood of
Southtown, the suburbs, all Chicago and throughout the United States.
It is carried on under the eyes of parents, but they do not recognize
it for what it is.
It has created addicts by uncounted thousands, even millions.
… It is making our children a generation which holds no horror or
shame of crime, sadism, perversion, torture, deceit and cruelty. It has
resulted in disrespect for parents and parental control without parallel in
history. (p. 1)
Using words like ―nefarious‖ to connote evil that occurs in front of parents without their
knowledge, the article creates an image of the American delinquent as evil, addicted, and
psychopathic, devoid of compunction or conscience. After presenting such a bleak
picture of juvenile delinquents, the article continues by including several quotes from
Wertham‘s Seduction of the Innocents, and contrasts children who read comic books with
adults who work with the ―seamy side of life‖ noting ―psychologists, the clergy,
physicians, educators, prosecutors, police and all others in touch with the seamy side of
life cringe at the sight of some of the sketches‖ (p. 1). Thus, America‘s children who
read comic books were cast as hardened criminals comfortable with content at which
even experienced adults cringed, and comic books were portrayed as a social disease for
which Dr. Wertham‘s services were in dire need. Friedman (2003) argues that even
though Wertham‘s research methods reported in Seduction of the Innocents were
questioned by his colleagues, his greatest accomplishment was in ―mobilizing ordinary
Americans to push for community vigilance and legislative intervention‖ (p. 207).
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Consequently, Wertham provided parents with a reason for adolescent misbehavior, and a
solution to help them restore their family‘s order. Even though Wertham emerged as an
influential expert during the 1950s, he began decrying comic books as harbingers of
family and national breakdown much earlier.
In a symposium held during the April 30, 1948 session of the Association for
Advancement of Psychotherapy, Frederic Wertham presented his paper entitled ―The
psychopathology of comic books‖ in which he qualified his information as more credible
because his research was the only research about comic books that was not influenced by
the comic book industry, and because his research was ―carried out in clinics, in schools
and in private practice‖ (p. 473). In his article, Wertham argued that the ―secret‖ to comic
book success was ―violence‖ (pp. 473-474). By using the term ―secret,‖ Wertham
created a situation that required something to be uncovered, unlocked, or solved. He
continued to note that,
If there is only one violent picture per page – and there are usually more –
every city child who was six years old in 1938 has by now absorbed an
absolute minimum of eighteen thousand pictorial beatings, shooting,
stranglings, blood-puddles, and torturings-to-death, from comic books
alone… The effect… has been to raise up an entire generation of
adolescents who have felt, thousands upon thousands of times, all the
sensations and emotions of committing murder, except pulling the trigger.
(p. 474)
Wertham effectively quantified the use of comic books in easy-to-understand terms.
Also, he carefully created a cause-and-effect relationship between comic books and
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delinquent behavior when he inserted the words ―the effect‖ by bridging the reading of
comic books to the effects of creating adolescents who have killed secretly and
vicariously. By using the word secret, Wertham essentially created a situation requiring
expert assistance. Additionally, because Wertham invoked mass media in distributing his
information, he invited them to assist in solving the complex link between comic books
and juvenile delinquency.
In his 1948 paper, Wertham created the belief that danger was cloaked within the
pages of comic books. He stated, ―Disguises are still necessary‖ (p. 474) as he
demonstrated the many ways comic books were disguised as educational, patriotic, and
even religious. He claimed that educational comics were even a more subtle danger
because ―murder is rewarded; murder is heroic‖ (p. 475). Wertham associated Superman
with Naziism.
Superman glorifies the ―right‖ of the individual to take that law into his
own hands... comic books have succeeded only in giving every American
child a complete course in paranoid megalomania such as no German
child ever had, a total conviction of the morality of force such as no Nazi
could even aspire to… There is the same appeal to pagan gods for totally
unearned powers; there is the same exploitation of magical insignia; there
is the same anti-intellectuality… and there is the same undercurrent of
homosexuality and sadomasochism. (pp. 475-476)
Another aspect of Wertham‘s comment above is that it is rife with extremes. Using the
words ―every American child,‖ ―complete course,‖ ―total conviction,‖ leaves no
adolescent free from danger. Additionally, Wertham tapped into adult fears associated
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with Naziism, paganism, anti-intellectualism, and homosexuality and sadomasochism.
As a result, comic books and other mass media were accused of opening the ―floodgates
to influences that many experts regard as an important factor behind the spread of
waywardness among children‖ (Clenden & Beaser, 1955c, p. 81).
After Wertham‘s 1948 article, newspapers and magazines wrote an abundance of
articles targeting comic books as the reason for increased juvenile delinquency rates, as
well as provided emotional graphics that drew parents‘ attention and concern. The March
27, 1948, issue of Collier’s Magazine, Crist‘s article entitled ―Horror in the Nursery‖
includes a picture of three young children – two boys and one girl – in which the girl and
one boy is pinning another boy to the ground as they push something appearing to be
hypodermic needle into the child‘s arm. The caption stated, ―Comic books are an
important factor in juvenile crime, says Dr. Wertham, and cites a case where a boy and a
girl jabbed another boy with a fountain pen ‗like a hypodermic‖ (p. 22).

Another photo

in the article depicts five children – two girls and three boys – sitting around a table. At
one end of the table a young girl is bound and gagged while the others discuss her. The
caption states, ―Telling how comic books affected his play, a boy described the scene her
depicted by professional models: ‗My sister plays an actress getting captured. We. . . tie
her up. . . then sit at a table and make plans how to get rid of her‘‖ (pp. 22-23). Another
newspaper article entitled ―Two Girls Undertake Campaign to Have ‗Comic‘ Books
Banned‖ (Arne, 1954, p. 17) was placed just atop an advertisement urging readers to
examine religion, and placed to the left of a half-page religious ad that included hands
clasped in prayer. In this instance, the act of destroying comic books was associated
with religious piety. As a result, the magazine and newspaper publishers combined the
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testimony of a medical professional with religious symbols, alongside graphics depicting
delinquent behavior that could incite parental concerns for their children‘s safety as well
moral decline in general. Additionally, Wertham linked comic book reading to the lower
classes. Crist‘s (1948) article notes that court documents found delinquents were at least
five years ―retarded in reading ability‖ (p. 96), and quoted Wertham saying ―Children of
families in which lower income is hand in hand with lower intellectual standards are the
most omnivorous comic-book readers‖ (p. 96). As a result, comic books were being
associated with not only juvenile delinquency, but low intelligence and social class.
In 1948, the National Council of Parents and Teachers demanded that guidelines
be drafted and imposed by states, and attempted to organize to stamp out comic books.
Lopes (2009) notes that
Mrs. George M. Porter, Historian of the New York State Federation of
Women‘s Clubs, declared at this organization‘s annual meeting ‗that if
publishers would not improve their comic book material, it must be done
by legislation..‘ She recommended censorship boards in each state to pass
on comic-strip material similar to boards for motion pictures. (pp. 44-45)
By 1949, newspapers were reporting a direct correlation between comic book reading and
juvenile delinquency. The Kingston Daily Freeman reported on Juanuary 13, 1949, that
New York Senate Majority Leader Benjamin F. Feinberg introduced legislation to
regulate publication and distribution of comic books, noting ―such books unquestionably
ha[ve] been a contributing factor to the rising wave of juvenile delinquency‖ (p. 7). By
the 1950s there was an all-out national debate about the causes of juvenile delinquency
and to what extent comic books were involved.
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Resistance Movement against Comic Book Censorship
While Wertham continued to impugn the comic book industry for its alleged
contributions to the juvenile delinquency problem, the comic book industry fought back
in part by connecting legislation and censorship efforts aimed at curbing or ending the
comic book industry to tactics used by Communists to limit freedoms. The Long Beach
Independent reported that the Entertaining Comic Book group ―is publishing a strip
implying that anyone opposing comic books is a Communist, and ending with this little
gem: ‗SO THE next time some joker gets up at a PTA meeting or starts jabbering about
the ‗naughty comic books‘ at your local candy store, give him the once-over. . . He‘s
swallowed the Red bait – hook, line and sinker.‘‖ (―The World Around,‖ 1954, p. 2). In
response, Frederic Wertham continued to publish commentaries in magazines targeted
mostly at women. For example, the November 1953 issue of Ladies Home Journal ran
an 11-page article by Wertham entitled ―What parents don‘t know about comic books‖
that included examples of objectionable comic book images. In the first two pages of the
article, Wertham provided an example of an act of juvenile delinquency and followed it
with an admonishment to parents:
Many adults think they that they know all about crime-comic books
because they know mystery and detective novels, comic strips in
newspapers, and have cast an occasional glance at a comic book at a
newsstand or in a child‘s hand. But most adults really have no idea of the
details and content of the majority of crime-comic books. Children,
however, do know what comic books are (p. 51).
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By casting comic books as mysterious and unknown to adults, Wertham continued to
depict them as cryptic and full of harmful messages that could only be decoded by
parents who understood and condemned them. Additionally, by highlighting that
children are privy to information that adults are not, Wertham heightened the anxiety
parents felt about their emerging adolescents. He noted that ―Many children who never
become delinquent or conspicuously disturbed have been adversely affected by them‖
(Wertham, p. 217). Therefore, many parents questioned if children were damaged by
comic books yet did not show evidence of delinquent behavior in childhood, of what
might they be capable in the future? Wertham‘s article answered by reporting that comic
books were often used to smuggle ―marijuana and opium and heroin‖ into school (p.
218), often leading to a ―mental atmosphere of deceit, trickery and cruelty‖ (p. 219).
By the mid-1950s there had been a number of attempts to censor the comic book
industry. Interestingly, in August of 1950 in response to a Senate investigation of
organized crime by Senator Kefauver, among others, Fredric Wertham acting as a
consultant for the Senate committee helped construct questionnaires that were sent to
judges of juvenile and family courts, probation officers, public officials, social workers,
and other organizations interested in the comic book issue. It was at this time that
Senator Kefauver became interested in the comic book debates (Nyberg, 1998). By 1953,
Senator Robert C. Hendrickson‘s committee on juvenile delinquency conducted several
hearings in Washington, D.C., Boston, Denver, and Philadelphia in part to raise public
awareness of delinquency (Hadju, 2008). Also in 1953 Richard Clenenden, executive
director of the United States Children‘s Bureau began an investigation to lay the
groundwork for subcommittee hearings about comic books. By April 1954, the
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preliminary investigations for the comic book hearings were complete and the witness list
had been drawn up for subcommittee hearings on juvenile delinquency that would begin
in June (Nyberg, 1998).
On June 4, 1954, Richard Clendenen, Executive Director of the Senate
Subcommittee to Investigate Juvenile Delinquency, outlined three points that he believed
epitomized effects of adolescent comic book readership on delinquency based on
testimonies at the Judicial hearings.
1.

That the reading of a crime comic will not cause a well-

adjusted and well socialized boy or girl to go out and commit crime.
2.

There may be a detrimental and delinquency producing

effect upon some emotionally disturbed children who may gain
suggestion, support, and sanction for acting out his own hostile and
aggressive feeling.
3.

There is a reason to believe that as among youngsters, the

most avid and extensive consumers of comics are the very boys and girls
less able to tolerate this type of material. (Juvenile Delinquency, 1954, p.
53)
Clendenen‘s comments very carefully skirted direct statements of causation linking
comic book readership in general to juvenile delinquency. Rather he strongly inferred
that there might be a connection between comic book readership by those with a
proclivity for aberrant behavior and delinquent acts. However, The Saturday Evening
Post chose to report statements by Senator James A. Fitzpatrick, chairman of a New York
State Joint Legislative Committee who testified before the June 4, 1954, subcommittee
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and stated that comic books are ―the key to the problem of increasing juvenile
delinquency because they contribute to the lack of a sense of moral responsibility among
youth‖ (1955b, p. 84). Fitzpatrick sponsored a bill to make it a misdemeanor to publish
or distribute ―any book, pamphlet or magazine consisting of narrative material in pictorial
form that contained the words crime, sex, horror, or terror in its title or had contents
devoted to or principally made up of pictures of accounts of methods of crime, of illicit
sex, horror, terror, physical torture, brutality, or physical violence‖ (Wright, 2001, p.
175).
By 1955, 13 states had enacted laws to control the sales of crime and horror
comics, and several other states had similar pending legislation (Wright, 2001). Thus,
Fitzpatrick‘s brief statement creating a direct link between comic book readership in
general to increases in juvenile delinquency had an impact on the comic book
subcommittee hearings. Additionally, Fitzpatrick provided a quick, easy solution to the
problem. He added, ―It would appear that the time has now come for all agencies of
government, local, state and Federal, to unite in a concerted effort to rid the newsstands
of the country of the current torrent of filth in print‖ (Clenden & Beaser, 1955b, p. 84).
Reminiscent of Truman‘s National Security Council Report #68 in which he linked
freedom and democracy to American consensus and values, Fitzgerald‘s statement rallied
government agencies to rid America of a divisive influence that he identified as a ―river
of crime and horror comic books‖ (p. 86) intent on destroying the system of values based
on unity, cohesion, soundness and solidarity heralded by President Truman just four years
earlier.
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Edelman (1988) argues that one of the most effective ways to garner support
about issues of disparate interests is to create a common belief based on fear. First,
however, it is necessary to create a common enemy. ―Beliefs in political enemies seem to
influence public opinion most powerfully when the enemy is not named explicitly, but
evoked through an indirect reference‖ (p. 73). Comic books had become linked to
juvenile delinquency which in turn had been indirectly identified as an enemy of
American values and, by default, an enemy of democracy. Thus, comic books became a
symbol representing an insidious enemy to the new, post-War national ideal.
Media’s role in the comic book panic. Part of the success of crafting comic
books as a common enemy to democracy rested in the media‘s ability to manipulate
language and symbols. Lopez (2007) argues that for the media to create a successful
propaganda campaign, the propaganda ―must be simple, emotional, and generally appeal
to an either/or worldview‖ (p. 257). By using simple, emotional images and news bites,
the media removed the need for extensive analysis or thought on the part of their readers
about comic books and their connection to juvenile delinquency. One of the most
successful ways the media bolstered the discussion of juvenile delinquency was to engage
the public by creating class wars that placed comic book readership at the center. As a
result, the media identified a connection between comic book readership and juvenile
delinquency that threatened to destroy the family unit thereby weakening democracy.
Gilliam and Bales (2001) assert that ―much of what the public knows (or think
they know) is conveyed by print and broadcast media‖ (p. 5), and that the media frames
what issues of concern will be printed or broadcasted. Dearing and Rogers (1996) note
that ―the media can do more than set the public agenda; it can also direct how individuals
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will evaluate issues‖ (p. 12). Thus, the media is pivotal in determining how an audience
will respond to information, and what they will consider worth knowing. As a result, it is
important to examine the ways the media outlets framed news surrounding comic books
that created a rapid buildup of public concern.
Gilliam and Bales (2001) argue that framing involves creating messages about
messages, and one of the most effective ways to create messages is to use familiar objects
and associate them with new situations. For instance, when the media published articles
connecting juvenile delinquency with comic books, the message about delinquents was
that they read comic books and were delayed intellectually and economically; the
message about comic books was that they were popular among intellectually delayed
delinquents. Thus the connection between comic books and delinquency was
compounded by their association with intellectual delay and lower-class families, a
connection that caused middle-class parental efforts to curb comic books to escalate.
Nyberg (1998) contends that adult concerns about comic books were rooted in
fears that adolescent culture was out of control, and that the association of comic book
readership with low culture further marginalized them. Adding to parental anxieties were
regular messages in the media that bad parenting was an additional cause of juvenile
delinquency. Gilbert (1986) traces juvenile delinquency to immigration and
corresponding Americanization trends at the turn of the century. Because delinquency
had an early association with young immigrants, parents of delinquents were often
viewed with an air of disdain and blame. J. Edgar Hoover asserted that ―The home is the
first great training school in behavior or misbehavior and parents serve as the first
teachers for the inspirational education of youth‖ (Green, 1950, p. 19), and the chief of
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the Federal Security Agency‘s children‘s bureau blamed ―economic insecurity, parental
neglect, domestic strife, lack of training, … inconsistent discipline and lack of love‖ (p.
19) for increases in juvenile delinquency. The May 13, 1959, issue of Ottawa Herald
reported that 85 percent of all delinquents came from lower class families, and provided
guidelines for identifying possible delinquents.
It is unlikely that his parents will belong to service or fraternal
organizations.
His family probably spends its income on present pleasures, rather than
saving for the future.
He may quit school or intend to quit, as soon as it‘s legally possible.
He may use poor English, such as ―ain‘t,‖ and ―I seen him,‖ or ―when he
come in.‖
He probably will tend to regard property – whether his own or the school‘s
– as something to be used hard and worn, rather than conserved.
His attitude toward money probably will be ‗catch as catch can,‖ and his
way of life will reflect a great reliance on fate or luck. (Hodenfeld, 1959,
p. 4)
The article contrasted the description of the juvenile delinquent with a middle-class youth
by noting,
His parents probably belong to service and fraternal groups.
His older male relatives will generally wear suits and neckties on the job.
His family will probably save its money for future use.
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The youngster will do average or better work in school, or, if he doesn‘t,
he will worry about it.
He will regard property as something to be maintained or improved.
His primary source of money will be a regular weekly or monthly
allowance.
His way of life will reflect a strong concern for the future, and planning
for the future. (Hodenfeld, 1959, p. 4)
Based on the above description of lower- and middle-class youth, it appears the
distinction falls along the lines of socioeconomic status. Middle-class families were
associated with white-collar employment where suits were worn, involvement with
fraternal (or religious) organizations, children who earned good grades and had respect
for property. Conversely, lower-class families were oriented toward the present rather
than the future, had few if any fraternal (or religious) associations, children who
performed poorly in school, showed little respect for the property of others, and regularly
used improper grammar.
On the other hand, there were organizations that showed support for parents‘
efforts to prevent delinquency in their families. For instance, the Associate Editor of
Parent’s Magazine notified parents through newspapers throughout the nation that the
magazine would examine comic books and provide ratings for ―555 comic magazine‘s
examined by . . . reviewers‖ (Edwards, 1950, p. 7) to help parents make better decisions
about what their children were reading. Also, they would provide suggestions for how to
―improve their children‘s taste in reading comics as well as in other forms of recreation‖
(p. 7). Gilliam and Bales (2001) argue that as social issues change, there often occurs a
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reframing of the issues requiring a ―change in interpretive lens through which new
information is processed by reorganizing the encoded elements of the frame‖ (p. 4). In
the case of comic books and juvenile delinquency, the media had to reframe the issues by
recasting them in the form of a question. Thus, the media provided the framework for
debates about what – or who – was the real culprit responsible for juvenile delinquency:
comic books or parents. Comic books, unlike parents, could be censored and regulated;
thus, comic books became the scapegoat for a grave national threat, namely, juvenile
delinquency.
Subcommittee Hearings
While juvenile delinquency and comic books had become heated topics by the
1940s, discontent with them had been fomenting many years earlier. As early as 1873,
Congress became involved in regulating sales and dissemination of dime novels –
precursors to comic books –by enacting the Comstock Act. The Comstock Act was a
federal law that made it a crime to sell or distribute materials that could be used for
immoral purposes (Nyberg, 1998). Not until 1948, however, did the Supreme Court rule
the Comstock Act unconstitutional though the tactics used to control comic books were
eerily similar to those used 64 years earlier.
Nyberg (1998) contends that efforts launched against comic books often entailed
crusades organized by ―church groups, women‘s clubs, parent-teacher associations and
others who heeded the alarm raised about comic books and juvenile delinquency‖ (p. 23).
Two of the largest organizations leading the crusade against comic books were the
Catholic Church‘s National Organization for Decent Literature and the Committee on the
Evaluation of Comic Books in Cincinnati who regularly published lists of acceptable
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comic books in the newspaper. However, in 1948 the Supreme Court ruled in the case of
Winters v. New York – a case filed against a New York City book dealer who appealed
his right to sell crime novels – thus ushering in a decade of Supreme Court rulings and
Congressional hearings that focused on comic books (Hadju, 2008).
On the same day the Supreme Court overturned Winters v. New York, Time
magazine published an article entitled ―Puddles of Blood‖ in which it presented
highlights of Frederic Wertham‘s symposium presentation at the Association for the
Advancement of Psychotherapy conference on April 30, 1948. Using statistics to
emphasize the ubiquity and danger of comic books, the article stated,
Every year 500,000,000 comic books are printed; the average city child
reads ten to a dozen a month. If there is only one scene of violence a
page, this gives him a diet of 300 scenes of beating, shooting, strangling,
torture, and blood per month. Every child who was six years old in 1938
has by now . . . absorbed an absolute minimum of 18,000 pictorial
beatings, shootings, stranglings, blood puddles and torturing-to-death from
comic books alone. (1948, March 29)
To seal the dangers of comic books, the author ended the article warning that ―comic
books not only inspire evil but suggest a form for the evil to take‖ (―Puddles of Blood,‖
1949). One of the reasons the above words were so powerful is because they came from
a man of science. Wertham had taught at John Hopkins University, he was used as an
expert in a number of murder cases, and he had written several books (Hadju, 2008).
Additionally, Wertham aligned himself with concerned parents by noting that he was ―a
voice for the thousands of troubled parents who, like myself, are concerned primarily
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with their children‘s welfare‖ (Crist, 1948, p. 22). Perhaps one of Wertham‘s most
important moves, however, was to pressure Congress to take action. Using magazines as
his pulpit to garner support from the American people, Wertham‘s essays and reports
were printed in Saturday Evening Review of Literature (1948, May 29) and Reader’s
Digest (1949, August). As a result, with the assistance of powerful, organized women‘s
groups like the GFWC, various states formed task forces to determine what laws, if any,
should be created to protect the public against comic books. For example, in September
1948, Los Angeles County outlawed the sale of crime comic books and made it
a misdemeanor, punishable by a $500 fine or up to six months in jail, for
any adult person, firm or corporation to sell, give or in any way furnish to
anyone under eighteen a book, magazine or other publication in which
there is prominently featured an account of crime and which depicts by the
use of drawings or photographs the commission or attempted commission
of any crime on a sizable list. (Hadju, 2008, p. 108)
Terre Haute, Indiana and Los Angeles, California, were among the first locations to pass
ordinances that banned the ―sale, display, printing and distribution of undesirable comic
books,‖ and at least ―twenty states have laws forbidding the sale of obscene, indecent,
harmful or immoral literature. These statutes could be applied to comic books‖ (―Comic
books ban spreads,‖ 1948, p. 27). Thus, cities and counties throughout the United States
began creating laws and ordinances that outlawed certain types of comic books.
Not only were American states and localities taking aggressive measures to
outlaw comic books, but France outlawed publication and circulation of some comic
books and censored comics such as Superman and Batman claiming they ―constituted an
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imperialistic threat to French culture‖ (Wright, 2001, p. 100). Canada passed into law
punishment of up to two years in prison for making, printing, or selling crime comic
books, and England was considering passing similar laws (Wright, 2001). Thus,
international leaders joined America‘s efforts to rid crime comic book distribution.
In 1950, a Senate investigation headed by Estes Kefauver, a freshman senator
from Tennessee, focused on organized crime. Part of the investigation examined the role
crime comics played in organized crime (Schwartz, 2003). These investigations, along
with nearly a decade of reports from experts such as Frederic Wertham espousing the
connection between juvenile crime and violence and comic books, a Senate
subcommittee chaired by New Jersey Senator Robert Hendrickson was convened.
Senator Estes Kefauver, who had by now become well-known for his investigation of
organized crime, was also present. This Senate subcommittee was ―dedicate[d] to the
waging of this war whatever efforts and recourses are necessary. . . There is no longer
time for feints and skirmishes‖ (―Special Senate Group‖, 1954, p. 1). After allegations
claiming comic books were the cause of juvenile delinquency that weakened the nation‘s
efforts against communism, the federal government took action. In spring of 1954, the
Senate Subcommittee on Juvenile Delinquency conducted an investigation of the
allegations against comic books. The subcommittee hearings ―were the first US Senate
subcommittee investigation of mass media effects, establishing a pattern of
Congressional media trials that has continued to the present day‖ (Park, 2002, p. 263).
Calling 22 witnesses, and admitting 33 exhibits into evidence, the hearings opened with
Senator Hendrickson noting the purpose of the hearings as he stated, ―We want to find
out what damage, if any, is being done to our children‘s minds by certain types of
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publications which contain a substantial degree of sadism, crime, and horror. This, and
only this, is the task at hand‖ (Juvenile Delinquency, 1954, pp. 1-2). The following
section provides details of the subcommittee hearing that led to the discontinuation of
publication of crime comics at that time.
Senator Hendrickson, chairman of the subcommittee, opened the hearings by
limiting the scope of what would be discussed. Divesting any concerns about
infringement on freedom of the press, he stipulated that ―we shall be limiting our
investigation to those comic books dealing with crime and horror‖ adding further that
―freedom of the press is not at issue in this investigation‖ (Juvenile Delinquency, 1954, p.
1). Interestingly, Senator Hendrickson was quick to disassociate the committee from the
idea that they were ―blue-nosed censors‖, and added that they had ―no preconceived
notions as to the possible need for new legislation‖ (Juvenile Delinquency, 1954, p. 1).
Senator Kefauver spoke next making the point that the hearings had been called to
discuss issues that could be resolved by the federal government. He noted that, ―I believe
that congressional hearings must be related to something that the Federal Government has
jurisdiction of‖ (Juvenile Delinquency, 1954, p. 3), thus distancing the committee from
moral issues and focusing on legal issues.
Executive Director Richard Clendenen, a former Chief of the Juvenile
Delinquency Branch of the U.S. Children‘s Bureau (Wright, 2001), presented a slideshow
to demonstrate to the subcommittee the nature of crime and horror comic books.
Beginning his presentation with statistics, he reported that there were
422 different kinds of comic or comic book titles on the newsstands in
March 1954. About one-fourth were of the crime and horror variety. . .
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most authorities agree there are probably somewhere between 75 million
and 100 million comic books sold in this country each month. If onequarter of these are of the crime variety of comics, this means that there
are some 20 million comic books . . . on the newsstands of this country
each month. (Juvenile Delinquency, 1954, p. 4)
Therefore, even though Clendenen invoked statistics to create a scientific tone to the
subcommittee hearings, he could not provide accurate figures but only hypothesize a
―what if‖ scenario. What Clenenden did produce, however, were reports and scholarly
articles that presented cases for and against the theory that comic books caused juvenile
delinquency. One of the most compelling scholarly articles, based on its opposition to
Wertham‘s contentions about comic book effects on juvenile delinquency, was written by
Frederic M. Thrasher. Clendenden entered Thrasher‘s paper entitled ―The Comic and
Delinquency: Cause or Scapegoat‖ into the hearing record in which he outlines
weaknesses in Wertham‘s arguments that linked juvenile delinquency to comic book
readership. Referring to Wertham‘s claims, Thrasher wrote, ―This extreme position
which is not substantiated by any valid research, is not only contrary to considerable
current psychiatric thinking, but also disregards tested research procedures which have
discredited numerous previous monistic theories of delinquency causation‖ (p. 23).
Among Thrasher‘s complaints were that Wertham used inadequate sample sizes, his
samples lacked a control group, his findings were self-contradictory, and his claims about
the results of his study were unsubstantiated by evidence (pp. 24-28). Thrasher further
noted that ―having set up a satisfactory whipping boy in comic magazines, we fail to face
and accept our responsibility as parents and as citizens for providing our children with
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more healthful family and community living, a more constructive developmental
experience‖ (p. 28). Thus, Thrasher concluded that lack of strong family structures and
community involvement was more likely associated with juvenile delinquency than
comic books.
On the other hand, Clendenden also discussed vehement claims that comic books
were the perpetrators of juvenile delinquency. One of the more vehement assertions was
made in an article entitled ―Brain Washing: American Style‖ sponsored by ―a group in
West Virginia and then a Judge Hollaren, who is president of the Minnesota Juvenile
Court judges Association‖ (Juvenile Delinquency, 1954, p. 28). The article leaves no
doubt that the authors attributed increased juvenile delinquency to comic books when it
asserts,
Why are 400,000 delinquents slated for 1954? . . . It is the arrogant,
defiant publishing and distribution of thousands upon thousands of filthdrenched pocket books and magazines of the girlie-gag variety. This
printed poison drips with astounding ads, sadistic rape-murder stories
which mask as true reporting. These perverted magazines contain
instructions in crime, narcotic uses, and sex perversions, and moral
degradation. This evil literature floods each community by the truckload.
It is produced in corruption as maggots are produced and made available
to your children. (Juvenile Delinquency, 1954, p. 29)
Like Wertham‘s claims, this article presents a clear connection between juvenile
delinquency and comic books. Thrasher‘s arguments are scientific and raised questions
about the authenticity and accuracy of Wertham‘s alleged experiments, ―Brain Washing‖
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uses emotional, non-scientific language easily understood by the general population.
Using words like ―defiant,‖ ―filth-drenched,‖ ―printed poison,‖ ―evil literature,‖ and
―perverted‖ in conjunction with analogies likening comic book distribution to maggots
being produced and given to children created a more marketable story than the droll,
scientific theory presented by Thrasher. Further, the article reflects a sense of urgency as
it warns,
This alarm has awakened a few parents but not nearly enough of them.
The invasion has neither ceased or diminished. Rather it has flourished
under the unscrupulous eyes of certain factions. . . It is hard to know what
satisfaction they find in exposing millions of children to the moral poison
which is the formula of a great many comics‖ (Juvenile Delinquency,
1954, p. 29).
Not only did the article ―Brain Washing‖ elicit images of evil, it also associated comic
books with attacks on religion. As he removed the onus for juvenile delinquency from
parents and placed it on comic books, Wertham exhorted parents to take community
action against comic books, the article noted,
We all hate the taking away of any true inalienable rights of man, but
certainly this spreading of indecency, of dangerous information, and of
criminal teachings cannot come under the title of inalienable rights. As
Thomas Jefferson put it: ―Can the liberties of a nation be secure when we
have removed a conviction that these liberties are a gift of God?‖ … If this
Nation was founded on the principles of religion and freedom and a trust
in God, and upon the inalienable right of man coming from God, under
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His natural law, then that which would destroy God‘s moral code cannot
claim protection under those freedoms He ordained for us as a free people.
(p. 31)
In this argument, the authors carefully divested their actions from attacks on freedom of
speech. By connecting the inalienable rights of man to God by arguing that our nation
was built on the principles given to it by God, the authors essentially inferred that comic
books were an attack on God‘s moral code and thus on the inalienable rights to free
speech. Thus, the message of this exhortation was that censorship was an act of
protecting America‘s God-given inalienable rights rather than an act removing those
inalienable acts. Tortuous as it was, the emotional wording was much easier to grasp for
the average American than was the highly-scientific language contained in Thrasher‘s
article.
Another document entered into evidence at the Subcommittee Hearings was a list
provided by The Committee on Evaluation of Comic Books who evaluated ―418 comic
books published by 106 publishers‖ (p. 36) that covered a three or four month publication
period. The Committee on Evaluation of Comic Books formed in 1948 solely for the
purpose of reviewing comic books. Because of its narrow focus, some believed it was
more credible and trustworthy than other organizations reporting on comic books
Essentially, the Committee on Evaluation of Comic Books reviewed and rated the books
in terms of ―cultural, moral, and emotional tone‖ and were given a rating of ―no
objection, some objection, objectionable, or very objectionable‖ (Nyberg, 1998, p. 29).
Samples of objection levels on the cultural aspects included ―propaganda against or
belittling traditional American institutions, obscenity, vulgarity, profanity, or the
96

language of the underworld, sympathy with crime and the criminal, criminals and
criminal acts made attractive‖ (Juvenile Delinquency, 1954, p. 44). Criteria for some
objection included ―poor art work, printing, and color arrangement, poor grammar and
underworld slang, and undermining in any way traditional American folkways‖ (p. 44).
Objectionable materials listed in the moral area included ―women as gun molls,
criminals, and the wielders of weapons, any situation having a sexy implication, thwarted
justice, law-enforcement officials portrayed as stupid or ineffective‖ (Juvenile
Delinquency, 1954, p. 44). And, objectionable materials listed in the morbid emotionality
area included ―the kidnapping of women or children, or the implication of it, characters
shown bleeding, particularly from the face or mouth‖ (p. 44). After reviewing the comic
books, 84 members of the Committee on Evaluation of Comic Books rated them
(A) no objection, (B) some objection, (C) objectionable, and (D) very
objectionable‖ (p. 36). Thus, comic books considered safe for children and
adolescence were assigned (A) and (B) ratings. Of the 413 comic books,
27 percent were deemed not objectionable, 22 percent were labeled some
objection, 34 percent were reported as objectionable, and 65 percent were
considered very objectionable. (Juvenile Delinquency, 1954, pp. 40-43)
Clendenden presented a variety of documents and articles to the Subcommittee
members that presented ideas of both pro- and anti-comic books, leaving the
Subcommittee members still trying to tease out the connection between juvenile
delinquency and comic books. However, Clenenden offered his opinion about the
connection when he listed in the transcript what he believed to be three agreed-upon
positions.
97

1. That the reading of a crime comic will not cause a well adjusted and
well socialized boy or girl to go out and commit crime.
2. There may be a detrimental and delinquency producing effect upon
some emotionally disturbed children who may gain suggestion, support,
and sanction for acting out his own hostile and aggressive feeling.
3. There is reason to believe that as among youngsters, the most avid and
extensive consumers of comics are the very boys and girls less able to
tolerate this type of material. (Juvenile Delinquency, 1954, p. 53)
Before Clenenden completed his testimony before the Committee, Senator Hennings read
from a comic book that contained a statement from the industry. It noted, ―Here in
America, we can still publish comic magazines, newspapers, slicks, books, and the Bible.
We don‘t have to send them to a censor first. Not yet ***. The group most anxious to
destroy comics are the Communists‖ (p. 63). The comic book industry was waging its
own battle for free speech and associating the anti-comic book movement with
communism.
At times during the Subcommittee hearings, questions deviated from the original
objectives outlined in the beginning of the hearings. For instance, Senator Kefauver
stated early that the hearings ―must be related to something that the Federal Government
has jurisdiction of‖ (Juvenile Delinquency, 1954, p. 3). However, when questioning
Henry Schultz, General Counsel for the Association of Comic Magazine Publishers, the
Subcommittee veered toward asking questions about morality.
Mr. Beaser. Do you think the statutes that were passed in various States
without any reason at all and not to cure an evil?
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Mr. Schultz. I think that the statutes that were passed in Idaho – there is
one in New york that has just been passed, and there was a suggestion of
one in New Jersey – were passed as a result of a great deal of excitement
and hysteria, in my judgment, about this whole problem of the impact of
the mass media on juvenile delinquency.
The Chairman. You do agree, Mr. Schultz, that if they [Comic Book
Association] would abide by this code [self-imposed Comic Book Code],
if the publishers did abide by this code which was read into the record, the
trouble would be solved?
Mr. Schultz. I am sure 90 percent of the trouble would be removed.
The Chairman. At least the dangers would have been eliminated; would
they not? (Juvenile Delinquency, 1954, p. 74)
Mr. Schultz was brought before the Subcommittee to discuss comic book distribution
procedures. When confronted, however, with the question of whether state statutes
emerged to ―cure an evil‖, Mr. Schultz quickly shifted his comments away from moral
issues and on to what he perceived as a national hype.
I have had the feeling from all I have seen and read, and I have had a great
deal of contact with it, that there are people who, for motivations of their
own, some very sincere, some I think, insincere, have made of this comic
book issue a national scandal. . . The causes of juvenile delinquency are
broad, that to do the thing that has happened so many times, which is to
point to the easiest culprit and say it is the comic book that is responsible
for all our difficulties, is a very dangerous thing. . . It gratifies the feelings
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of parents and others that something is being done about it when
everybody blames the mass media, comics or television or motion
pictures. (Juvenile Delinquency, 1954, pp. 74-75)
Therefore, the morning of the Subcommittee hearings on Juvenile Delinquency began
with the testimony of a social worker and an attorney, both of whom suggested an
inconclusive relationship between comic books and juvenile delinquency. However, the
afternoon would be quite different.
In the afternoon of April 21, 1954, the first day of testimony before the
Subcommittee to investigate Juvenile Delinquency, Frederic Wertham introduced his
belief that comic books were, in fact, a major influence in juvenile delinquency.
Frederic Wertham‘s qualifications were impressive. According to his statement,
he taught psychiatry in John Hopkins and New York University, wrote books, articles,
and papers, lectured at Yale Law School and Massachusetts Institute of Technology, was
a fellow of the New York Academy, and a member of three national neuropsychiatric
associations. Taking charge of the hearings, Frederic Wertham stipulated how his
testimony would proceed.
My testimony will be in four parts. First, what is in comic books? How
can one classify them clinically? Secondly, are there any bad effects of
comic books? . . . The third problem is how far reaching are these bad
effects? There is a good deal of controversy about that. A fourth part is: Is
there any remedy? (Juvenile Delinquency, 1954, p. 81)
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His take-charge demeanor, along with his impressive qualifications, provided
Subcommittee members with confidence in what he was about to tell them regarding
comic book and juvenile delinquency.
According to Wertham, he conducted clinical investigations between 1945
and 1946 at his clinics in Queens and Lafague in addition to studying over 300
children in ―a parochial school and private patients and consultations‖ (Juvenile
Delinquency, 1954, p. 81). His criterion for studying comic books was that they
depict crime and sadism. He noted that ―crime comic books are comic books that
depict crime and we have found that it makes no difference whether the locale is
western, or Superman or space ship or horror, if a girl is raped she is raped
whether it is in a space ship or on the prairie‖ (p. 82). With this comment,
Wertham stipulated that crime comics were not exclusive to detective genres, but
that they could be in the form of a western or superhero genre as well, and that
activities within the comic books rather than the genre determined whether or not
they were considered obscene.
One of the more confounding comments of his testimony is that the
children most negatively affected by comic books ―is primarily the normal child‖
(Juvenile Delinquency, 1954, p. 83). This comment essentially contradicted most,
if not all, of the information reported in newspapers and magazines that identified
children most affected by crime comics to be poor, uneducated, or intellectually
slow. Conversely, Wertham maintained that ―It is senseless to say that all these
people who get into some kind of trouble with the law must be abnormal or there
must be something very wrong with them‖ (p. 83). Then, he provided the answer
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to what everyone had been asking: Why does the normal child do that?
According to Wertham, when children are subjected to violence frequently, they
finally become ―unconsciously delighted‖ by it (Juvenile Delinquency, 1954, p.
84) and ―ethically confused‖ (p. 85).
Wertham‘s answer to the problem of comic books was to ―keep the children under
15 from seeing them displayed to them and presenting these being sold directly to
children‖ (Juvenile Delinquency, 1954, p. 91). He qualified this statement, however, by
noting that he hated censorship. His main objection appeared to be that the materials
were marketed toward children, and that the comic book industry employed smear tactics
– such as threatening libel suits against magazines and organizations publishing or
promoting regulation of comic books -- that prevented parents from learning valuable
information to protect their children.
In a particularly interesting exchange between Wertham and Senator Kefauver,
the Hitler image again emerged.
Senator Kefauver. Would you liken this situation you talk about,
showing the same thing over and over again until they finally believed it,
to what we heard about during the last war of Hitler‘s theory of telling the
story over and over again?
The Chairman. The ‖big lie‖ technique?
Dr. Wertham. Well, I hate to say that, Senator, but I think Hitler
was a beginner compared to the comic book industry. They get the
children much younger. They teach them race hatred at the age of 4 before
they can read. (Juvenile Delinquency, 1954, p. 95)
102

Wertham continued his comments by discussing threatening techniques used by comic
book distributors to ensure all types of comic books were presented to customers. He
also noted that many ―big national magazines‖ (Juvenile Delinquency, 1954, p. 96) were
restricted from promoting his literature because the magazine was part of the
conglomerate of which comic books were a part and were in fear of losing advertising.
Thus, the entire exchange about comic books was tainted by images of terror and
manipulation reminiscent of Hitler‘s regime.
The Gaines Gaffe
Perhaps one of the most referenced interactions of the Subcommittee hearings
was between the Subcommittee members and William Gaines, Publishers of Entertaining
Comics. At the encouragement of Lyle Stuart, William Gaines volunteered to testify
before the Subcommittee (Diehl, 1996). Gaines‘s somber introduction set the stage for a
very contentious inquiry. He stated,
I am a graduate of the school of education of New York University. I have
the qualifications to teach in secondary schools, high schools. What then
am I doing before this committee? I am a comic book publisher. Two
decades ago my late father was instrumental in starting the comic
magazine industry. . . The heritage he left is the vast comic book industry
which employs thousands of writers, artists, engravers, and printers. It has
weaned hundreds of thousands of children from pictures to the printed
word. It has stirred their imagination, given them an outlet for their
problems and frustrations, but most important, given them millions of
hours of entertainment. (Juvenile Delinquency, 1954, p. 97)
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Gaines described the various types of comic books his company produced, including
picture stories from science, history, and the Bible. Proudly, he admitted to being the
first horror comics publisher in the United States, and further asserted that the wide
variety of comic books was indicative of the various types of tastes in reading. He noted
that horror comics were ―a matter of personal taste. It would be just as difficult to explain
the harmless thrill of a horror story to Dr.Wertham as it would be to explain the sublimity
of love to a frigid old maid‖ (Juvenile Delinquency, 1954, p. 98). The comment, while
perhaps a good analogy, was met with chagrin as Subcommittee members viewed it in
poor taste and childish.
Gaines made a compelling argument to the Subcommittee, however, when he
presented headlines from daily newspapers. Reading from a list of titles that included
subjects like ―Cop pleads in cocktail poisoning,‖ and ―Man who killed his wife will be
hung in June for his almost-perfect murder,‖ (Juvenile Delinquency, 1954, p. 99), Gaines
remarked that ―when you attack comic, when you talk about banning them as they do in
some cities, you are only a step away from banning crimes in the newspapers‖ (p. 100).
But the Subcommittee was more interested in determining to what extent Gaines was
aware of the effect of his comic on young readers, and what he considered the boundaries
or limitations involved in horror comic books. Gaines very swiftly answered, ―My only
limits are the bounds of good taste, what I consider good taste‖ (p. 103). One of the most
widely published Subcommittee interactions came shortly thereafter.
Senator Kefauver. Here in your May 22 issue. This seems to be a man
with a bloody ax holding a woman‘s head up which has been severed from
her body. Do you think that is in good taste?
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Gaines. Yes, sir; I do, for the cover of a horror comic. A cover in bad
taste, for example, might be defined as holding the head a little higher so
that the neck could be seen dripping blood from it and moving the body
over a little further so that the neck of the body could be seen to be
bloody. (Juvenile Delinquency, 1954, p. 103)
Gaines‘s responses were perceived as irreverent at the least and indignantly casual at
best. Yet, people who knew Gaines reported that he was very upset with his performance
at the Subcommittee hearings. Diehl (1996) notes that the Subcommittee hearings, that
were among the first to be televised for public viewing, represented a turning point in
public opinion, noting
The press was in a frenzy and powerful forces were brought to bear on the
wholesalers who were distributing comic books. Protests and boycotts
were staged across the country, and grandstanding politicians jumped on
the bandwagon. There were public burnings of comic books, which
reminded many of Nazi book bonfires before the Second World War.
Municipalities were attempting to ban sales of crime and horror
magazines. (p. 92)
The testimonies that followed Gaines were anticlimactic inasmuch as the most
memorable part of the hearings had culminated in Gaines‘s testimony. As a result of the
Subcommittee hearings, distributors returned bundles of EC comics to Gaines, and
Gaines was unable to find wholesalers who would carry them. A new Comic Book Code
was written that banned the use of the words ―crime,‖ ―horror,‖ and ―terror‖ in comics,
and the Code forbade ―all scenes of horror, excessive bloodshed, gory or gruesome
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crimes, depravity, lust, sadism and masochism‖ (Diehl, 1996, p. 93). On September 7,
1954, the Comic Magazine Association of America incorporated and launched a search
for a comic book administrator who would follow the movie industry‘s self-censoring
techniques (Nyberg, 1999). Leo Holland of the Independent News Company – one of the
companies comprising the new Comic Magazine Association of America – invited
Frederic Wertham to administer the new code, but Wertham turned the offer down
(Nyberg, 1999). By February 1956, Gaines discontinued comic book publishing, though
he did continue publishing a wildly popular comic book entitled MAD in magazine
format.
Summary
Cohen‘s template for moral panics proposes that moral panics eventually recede
or result in social changes. The American post-comic book period was filled with
anxieties. Costello (2009) argues that atomic annihilation worried most Americans.
Women who had returned to the home after the war, began to emerge as staunch
supporters for equal rights for women. The civil rights movement was beginning to
escalate. Within a decade of the comic book panic America found itself involved in war
with Vietnam. America reminded itself that its ―system of government was the best and
most virtuous in the history of the world‖ (Costello, 2009, p. 57), but it was struggling to
maintain that image in the face of internal conflicts. The comic book panic represented a
threat to American values, and was responded to by families, religious leaders, and
government officials. However, no lasting social changes were implemented as a result.
The comic book industry re-wrote a code of self-censorship, but political, social,
and religious attention shifted away from comic books when television became the
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preferred entertainment of youth. America continued to reel with internal crises that
would roll into the next decade and once again usher in anxieties about entertainment
appealing to youth. As interest in comic books receded, rock ‗n‘ roll thundered in as a
powerful form of entertainment appealing to youth. With its vastly different beat, dances,
styles, and lyrics, rock ‗n‘ roll created a stir that would culminate in a moral panic nearly
three decades later, namely, the music lyrics panic.
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Chapter 5:
Moral Panics about Profanity and Obscenity in Music Lyrics
The comic book panic provides a clear example of how moral panics progress
based on Cohen‘s 1972 template presented in his book Folk Devils and Moral Panics.
Even though the comic book panic subsided, remnants of the concerns such as those
about juvenile delinquency leading up to the comic book panic continued to provoke
public debate about how best to protect youth from the damaging effects of overly violent
and sexualized entertainment. Increased anxieties about youth safety in the 1980s
crystallized in concerns about the types of entertainment popular among adolescents.
More specifically, some believed that music enjoyed by teens was becoming more
violent, sexual, and profane, and that the music industry was enjoying unchecked
freedom in its distribution of music popular among teens. Thus, the 1980s witnessed a
political tug-of-war between parent groups organized to sanitize the music industry and
the music industry itself that fought back to retain its creative freedom.
According to the Federal Communications Commission (FCC) website, in the
year 2000 the FCC received 111 complaints about radio (85), television (25) and cable
(1), and assigned Notices of Liability (NALs) in the amount of $48,000 for broadcast use
of profanity. In the first six months of 2006, however, they received 327,198 complaints
about 1,191 radio, television, and cable programs and assigned NALs in the amount of
$3,962,500 (―FCC profane broadcast restrictions‖, n.d.) for the same offense. In the
same year, an Ipsos poll of 1,001 adults that included 805 registered voters, concluded
that 65 percent of those polled admitted to using the F-word (―Ipsos Profanity Study‖,
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2006, p. 2). A quick perusal of Internet headlines in July, 2010, using the phrase ―fword‖ as a search term on Google netted article titles like
Golfer uses F-word on live TV after losing it
New profanity filter battles the F-word in living rooms
2nd Circuit strikes FCC expletive rule, says blanket ban on F-word
violates 1st amendment
On the strategic use of the F-word: Is swearing a currency in high tech?
Ironically, while there appears to be public concern about increased use of profanity
based on increased numbers of complaints to the FCC, polls indicating increased use of
taboo profanity, and the ubiquity of articles about taboo profanity on the Internet, the
U.S. Court of Appeals for the 2nd Circuit overturned the FCC‘s profanity policy on July
14, 2010. The FCC‘s policy on profanity has been that ―profane speech is prohibited on
broadcast radio and television between the hours of 6 a.m. and 10 p.m. (―FCC profane
broadcast restrictions,‖ n.d.). The Court‘s philosophy for overturning this policy centered
on the question of how ―the FCC can single out broadcast TV while most American
families subscribe to cable or satellite TV, watch Internet video on cellphones, and play
lifelike video games with few standards of decency‖ (Kang, 2010, p. A01). Therefore,
profanity is a concern to parents and one that is being debated in the public sphere
especially in relation to music appealing to youth.
Because issues surrounding the approved use of profanity are currently a subject
for legislation and regulation, it is important to examine debates about profanity to
determine whether or not they share similar characteristics with moral panics that have
preceded them. In this chapter, I will introduce ways that profanity has been studied to
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better understand the debates surrounding its use. Additionally, I will briefly discuss how
debates about profanity developed and were framed in the context of music lyrics in the
mid-1980s.
General Concerns about Taboo Profanity
There is an unwritten law that prevents us from uttering certain words or phrases
that are considered taboo even though those words and phrases are left largely undefined
other than for their connotations. Taboo words and phrases ―are sanctioned or restricted
on both institutional and individual levels under the assumption that some harm will
occur if a taboo word is spoken‖ (Jay, 2009, p. 153). Perhaps the word considered most
taboo is fuck. Taboo words, and fuck in particular, have been deprecated as obscene even
though their denotative meanings have little to do with the social responses they elicit.
As a result, because of the stigma surrounding taboo profanity, there has been a relative
hands-off approach to its research. In 1944, H. L. Mencken asserted that ―Profanity has
never had a scientific historian, though the literature on the subject is not inconsiderable‖
(p. 244). While there has been a flourish of research about taboo profanity since 1944,
there remains little research that examines taboo profanity as a function of social control
of adolescence.
Cohen (1972) examined profanity in the context of what he termed a moral panic,
and explained the process by which a socially identified deviance leads to a moral panic.
He defined moral panic as
A condition, episode, person or group of persons [who] emerge to become
defined as a threat to societal values and interests; its nature is presented in
a stylized and stereotypical fashion by the mass media; the moral
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barricades are manned by editors, bishops, politicians and other rightthinking people; socially accredited experts pronounce their diagnoses and
solutions; ways of coping are evolved or (more often) resorted to; the
condition then disappears, submerges, or deteriorates and becomes more
visible. (p. 9)
Cohen (1972) noted that ―Sensitization is merely one mechanism involved in the
amplification of deviance‖ (p. 85). Therefore sensitization, Cohen concluded, is a
systematic response to a breach in institutional norms. While Cohen applied his theory of
moral panic to British musicians and beatniks, it can likewise be applied to other moral
panics like that which has been waged against comic books, rock music, and more
recently, profanity. Cohen demonstrated that moral panics thrive when destructive labels
are applied to code-breakers, or individuals or groups that engage in behavior considered
atypical for their class or community. For example, ―if one is dealing with a group which
is vicious, destructive, causing the community a financial loss and repudiating its
cherished values, then one is justified in responding punitively‖ (p. 86). Thus, Cohen
suggested that it becomes important to identify the types of labels conferred on those who
use profanity in order to understand the nature of moral panic that exists with its use.
Though Cohen‘s research examined profanity in light of moral panics, research about
profanity encompasses many of the social aspects involved in the construction of moral
panics.
At the turn of the century, psychologists became interested in what they
considered an increased use of profanity. As early as 1894, John Dewey examined the
nature of human reaction to provocative stimuli, and observed that
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pre-existent emotion complicates and aborts the explanation of the
relevant facts in the cases of ‗antithesis‘ and ‗direct nervous discharge‘. . .
In the discussion of movements in animals the reference to emotion is not
even nominal. It is a matter of ‗satisfaction of desire‘ and ‗relieving
disagreeable sensations‘ – practical ends. (p. 555)
In response to Dewey‘s comments, G. T. W. Patrick (1901) argued that profanity is
related to much more than emotional responses; it requires some understanding of the
history of religion. Patrick, however, distinguished two types of profanity: profanity in
―its ordinary sense, such as cursing, blasphemy and execration‖ (p. 115) and a very
objectionable form of profanity which includes ―ribaldry and vulgarity‖ (p. 115). It is the
second type of profanity – ribaldry and vulgarity – that is the subject of this research.
McEnery (2006) chronicled taboo profanity from the 16th century to the present
and includes a detailed accounting of how certain words became profanity, and in turn,
how certain profane words became taboo. He found that this process was primarily a
function of religious and political control. During the 16th century, the printing press
created a new venue for propaganda as well as censorship. Under Queen Elizabeth I,
there were many ―dangerous texts‖ (p. 63) for which the Queen created an elaborate
system of censorship by eliciting the cooperation of the Stationer‘s Company. If someone
wanted to print a document, it had to first be approved by the Court of High Commission
before it could be printed by the Stationer‘s Company. The Stationer‘s Company,
however, had its own reasons for cooperating with the government as ―they saw their
monopoly [as printers] as being under threat from unlicensed printers (p. 64). McEnery
(2006) noted that
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. . . the control of specific types of language was not a focus of the Star
Chamber decree. The introduction of state-sponsored censorship operating
via a print monopoly was motivated by economics and politics rather than
morality. (p. 65)
Thus from early on, debates surrounding profanity have been largely a function of
economics and politics, yet they always contain a moral component that toys with
censorship.
A particularly intriguing aspect of the 16th century censorship process is that the
Stationer‘s Company was administered primarily by Puritans. Censorship in the
Elizabethan Age focused primarily on suppressing religious groups like Puritans and
Catholics who may have been perceived as threats by the Queen. While the Queen had
little to no interest in censoring vulgar language, the Puritans did. In fact,
. . . as early as 1584, they were considering promoting legislation to
enforce linguistic censorship; in an anonymous Puritan speech prepared
for the 1584 session of Parliament, there was an unsuccessful call for the
control of ‗Idell pamphlets & dire leud & wantn discourse of love of all
languages leud‘ (McEnery, 2006, p. 65).
Therefore, by being an integral part of the Stationer‘s Company who were responsible for
approving printed materials, they were influential in restricting publication of literature
that included profanity. Thus, it was in the 16th century that profanity became an object of
scrutiny in printed materials.
It is McEnery‘s (2006) contention that the modern preoccupation with profanity
emerged as a mechanism through which reformers could distinguish themselves from the
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lower-classes. ―The panic about public morality had begun, and bad language, in the form
of blasphemy, cursing and swearing, was a prime target for the reformers‖ (p. 90).
Several reform movements instituted a charity school movement with the intent of
teaching working class children to learn ―the duties of humiliation and submission to
superiors‖ (p. 94), as well as to combat profanity among other things. This, however,
merely provided a way for working class children to learn their places on the social and
economic hierarchy. By the early 19th century, profanity had not disappeared; in fact, one
magazine writer bemoaned the use of profanity among young gentlemen as befitting a
brothel (McEnery, 2006).
Notwithstanding literature about the history of profanity and the ways profanity is
viewed within our culture, the majority of the literature about profanity – and taboo
profanity, in particular – focuses on the media‘s role in dispensing it to children and
parents‘ reactions thereto. An issue of particular interest surrounding parental concerns
about taboo profanity is adolescent entertainment that includes music. The following
section chronicles a moral panic about music lyrics that led to regulatory action in the
1980s aimed at controlling profanity in music to which adolescents listen.
Music: The Nexus of a New Teen Culture
Music is an important part of a teenager‘s life. Mueller (1994) notes that music
―interprets and defines life‖ for teenagers as it serves to define ―the meaning of life,
values, attitudes, behavioral norms, and social and gender roles‖ (p. 69). Thus, parents
have a bona fide interest in the types and content of music to which their teens listen.
Sometimes however parental concerns about music and lyrics can adopt characteristics of
moral panics. Therefore, just as the moral panic about comic books did not arise in a
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vacuum, concerns about music and lyrics also have not arisen without context. Perhaps
the most relevant place to start a discussion of heightened concerns about music and
lyrics is the controversy about rock ‗n‘ roll.
Rock ‗n‘ roll music emerged as a national phenomenon in 1955 but its roots are
found in rhythm and blues music of black culture. During the 1940s and early 1950s,
radio stations served racially-divided audiences by offering specialty markets like country
music and black music, among others. Television, however, radically changed the way
radio stations marketed music. Rather than racially-dividing the music played on
stations, they began mixing music to appeal to a broad range of listeners to recapture their
market. The spearhead for this type of programming was Alan Freed, a white Cleveland,
Ohio radio host who coined the phrase rock ‗n‘ roll as a euphemism for rhythm and blues
to avoid racial conflicts that might otherwise arise (Martin & Segrave, 1993). Black
music during the 1950s was known for its earthy, sexual content. Conversely, many
whites maintained the puritanical 1950s values that sanitized any notion of sexual
connotation in music by promoting white singers like Eddie Fisher, Rosemary Clooney,
and Patti Page. Martin and Segrave (1993) assert that ―it was a white society so uptight
that it objected to …the words ―virgin‖ and ―seduction‖ in … a film by Otto Preminger‖;
in contrast, black music ―was sensual, a celebration of sex, but white puritans perceived it
as a threat to what they considered ―respectable behavior‖ (p. 6). Thus, rock ‘n‘ roll in
the 1940s and 1950s – with its background in black rhythm and blues and overt sexual
lyrics – chafed against white ideals of racial segregation as well as innocence and purity.
During a time when youth sought values that conflicted with that of their parents
and the postwar American ideals, rock ‗n‘ roll became a battleground for generational
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conflicts. Martin and Segrave (1993) note that while youth instantly accepted rock ‗n‘
roll music, adults did not. They state,
The music has been damned as a corrupter of morals, and as an instigator
of juvenile delinquency and violence. Denounced as a communist plot,
perceived as a symbol of Western decadence, it has been fulminated
against by the left, the right, the center, the establishment, rock musicians
themselves, doctors, clergy, journalists, politicians, and good musicians.
(p. 3)
Rock ‗n‘ roll illuminated the conflicts tangential to the ways adolescence was being
constructed during the postwar years. On the one hand, adults viewed them as fragile and
in need of nurturing, correcting, and developing to assume responsibilities incumbent in
promoting the American dream; on the other hand, youth were perceived with fear and
mistrust because they challenged the stability of the American dream.
Grossberg (1992) argues that rock music was a response to ―loneliness and
uncertainty: it was about the ways in which youth itself offers new possibilities of
identification and belonging‖ (p. 179). Therefore, rock music ―was the music of the
[youth] movement‖ (Ehrenreich, 1989, p. 94) that created a chasm between what adults
wanted for teens and what teens wanted for themselves, and what teens wanted for
themselves was to set their own standards.
Ehrenreich (1989) proposes that rock ‗n‘ roll music represented a new teen culture
that became a commodity whose theme ―linked other commodities – clothes, movies,
cars – to create a common teen style‖ (p. 94). Eugene Gilbert, President of the Gilbert
Youth Research Company, noted that teen fashions that emulated rock ‗n‘ roll
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entertainers deviated from traditional fashion in color and style, and styles for boys and
girls were becoming much more alike. Referencing teenagers, he noted,
These days they come with heavy eye makeup, purple lipstick, corduroy
sneakers. And they speak a language all their own, daddyo, our latest
survey shows…Some adults think teen-agers all dress alike…boys are
wearing shirts on the outside with no belts… wearing loud colored pants
with unmatching shirts…Skirts are short all over the land and sweaters are
as baggy as possible which makes Dad‘s sweater-drawer a choice target
for his teen-age daughter. (Gilbert, 1960, p. 5)
In addition to creating vastly different clothing styles, some blamed rock ‗n‘ roll for
creating bad manners. A teacher from Birmingham, Michigan, remarked that ―the
influences of rock ‗n‘ roll, Elvis and other fads, are partly responsible for the negative
attitude that teen agers have toward their schoolwork‖ and a teacher from Yellow
Springs, Ohio, claimed that ―Today‘s teen agers are much too selfish, too unreliable, too
lacking in humility‖ as a result of rock ‗n‘ roll music (Gilbert, 1958, p. 9). Besides the
changes in styles and attitudes reportedly caused by rock ‗n‘ roll music, parents and other
adults were concerned about the effects that allegedly profane and sexual music lyrics
had on their children.
Rock ‗n‘ roll music lyrics related to teen experiences and focused on themes of
―first love, fights with parents, and frustrations with high school and the older
generation‖ (Peterson, 2002, p. 164). Some who opposed the new type of music that
appeared to be wildly popular among teenagers believed the repetition of the words ―rock
and roll‖ were sexually suggestive and therefore influential in lowering morals (―Rock ‗N
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Roll Rhythm,‖ 1965). In 1955, the Massachusetts legislature gathered a commission to
―investigate the source of the songs and their effect on Bay State youngsters‖ (Sinnott,
1955, p. 10-A), while townships in Connecticut banned rock ‗n‘ roll dances.
Consequently, during the 1950s there was an overt battle surrounding the perceived threat
of rock ‗n‘ roll music and lyrics on teen behavior. Even musicians joined the debate
about rock ‗n‘ roll music. For instance, musicians like Tony Bennett, Perry Como, Pat
Boone, and Bing Crosby who outwardly opposed rock music used their celebrity to
denounce the rock ‗n‘ roll music that threatened their own popularity as ―crazy American
music‖ that would run its course as a fad (Martin & Segrave, 1993, p. 44). Even some
disc jockeys refused to play rock and roll music because of its rhythm and blues
overtones. In an interview, one disc jockey stated that,
the current craze among teen-agers for rhythm-and-blues songs with racy
lyrics has become a sizzling controversy around the country. A rhythmand-blues tune, or ―R and B‖ as devotees call it, has a jazz two-beat that
some musicians call ―barbaric‖ or ―dirty‖. Usually there‘s a honking
saxophone behind the blues-wailing lyrics… It isn‘t the music the kids go
for but the filthy lyrics… The kids seem to get a biological kick out of
listening to these wild records… When these songs were written, good
taste went out the window. Even if the lyrics are clean, they sound risqué
the way they‘re sung. (Mosby, 1955, p. 12)
Thus, even though the disc jockey‘s statement above notes that regardless of whether or
not the lyrics were clean, the songs were perceived to be inappropriate because the way
they were sung sounded dirty to many adults.
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Religious leaders representing all faiths decried rock music as obscene, heathen,
and trashy. Youth who listened to rock ‗n‘ roll music were therefore viewed as being in
opposition to American ideals established in the postwar period, and often branded as
juvenile delinquents (Gilbert, 1986).
Ehrenreich (1989) observes that rock ‗n‘ roll was not only an invention of black
culture from which whites tried to distance themselves, but it was likewise the invention
of the poor, a condition in direct opposition to the American dream.
Rock came up from what we would now call the black underclass. It was
brought to white audiences by a truck driver from Mississippi. It went to
England and bounced back on the creative energies of four working-class
boys from Liverpool. If there was a ―culture of poverty,‖ this was its
sound. (p. 94)
Much of the non-rock ‗n‘ roll music of the 1950s, on the other hand, supported values
that were built on postwar American ideals, and opposition to rock ‗n‘ roll rose in defense
of what was believed to be a degenerative force against postwar values (Kamin, 1975).
Rock ‗n‘ roll as an offshoot of black, rhythm and blues music was deemed sensual rather
than spiritual and supposedly created a corrupting influence on youth. Because of the
alleged sensual nature of rock ‗n‘ roll music, many adults viewed lyrics with suspicion.
An editorial in the February, 1958, issue of Music Journal decried rock ‗n‘ roll‘s negative
influences on teens when it noted that the music,
actually stirs them to orgies of sex and violence (as its model did for the
savages themselves), or they use it as an excuse for the removal of all
inhibitions and the complete disregard of the conventions of decency.
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Aside from the illiteracy of this vicious ‗music‘, it has proved itself
definitely a menace to youthful morals and an incitement to juvenile
delinquency. (quoted in Martin & Segrave, 1993, p. 53).
A connection between rock ‗n‘ roll music, juvenile delinquency, and sexuality provided
a ripe environment for a movement toward censorship of teen music to flourish. Cohen
(1997) argues that censorship of youth culture has typically been for the purpose of
protecting youth from danger on the one hand, while striving to maintain cultural
uniformity on the other hand. Though there were several attempts to quash the
burgeoning wave of rock ‗n‘ roll in 1950s America, the 1960s brought its own unique
complications to the conflict about rock music.
By the 1960s, youth culture had become synonymous with the counterculture
movement that promoted sex, drugs, and rock ‗n‘ roll. Martin and Segrave (1993) note,
Comfortable with familiar intoxicants like alcohol, the establishment was
unprepared for marijuana, LSD, MDA, peyote, mescaline, hashish,
cocaine, or heroin. Secure behind their suburban doors, safe within the
nuclear family, older folk were baffled by communes, free love, living
together, and other manifestations of open sexuality. (p. 117)
One of the most famous rock ‗n‘ roll bands that captured the approval of American teens
but adamant opposition of adults was the Beatles. The Beatles represented an iconic
thorn both in America and in England. With their bowl haircuts and tight-legged pants,
the Beatles were initially considered a bad influence on wholesome American youth not
so much for their music lyrics but for their choice of style. As the Beatles grew in
popularity, teens emulated their hair and clothing styles. Parents and schools attempted
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to contain what they perceived as a trend quickly escalating out of control. For instance,
the Salina Journal (1965) reported that a local school had suspended a boy because he
wore a Beatles haircut. The article stated that ―the boy would have to change his haircut
and his attitude before he would be readmitted to the school‖ (Magers, p. 4). Even other
entertainers attempted to diminish the popularity of the Beatles. In an interview, Bing
Crosby described them as ―cute. Not too masculine looking – they look like little dolls‖
(―Crosby Praises Beatles,‖ 1965, p. 2) to minimize their appeal and influence.
Concurrent with the increased popularity of the Beatles, the Lawrence Welk program
experienced a ten percent increase in ratings (Witbeck, 1965, p. 15) as more adults
supported the anti-rock movement. Teens were not helpless; they often identified adult
hypocrisy and attacked it. One teen wrote to the Wisconsin State Journal (1965) arguing
that listening to the Beatles was no more immoral than adults watching ―dirty, filthy,
‗adult only‘ movies‖ (Smothers, p. 21). As the 1960s progressed, contentions about rock
music intensified and became political.
Music of the 1960s was characteristically political. Folk musicians like Judy
Collins and Bob Dylan developed the art of protest ballads, but they realized that ―You
don‘t accomplish very much singing protest songs to people who agree with you‖
(Peddie, 2006, p. 17). As a result, many folk singers combined their music with rock ‗n‘
roll, a style that became known as folk rock which was made famous by artists like Paul
Simon and Bob Dylan. The success of folk rock was that you could ―read many different
problems into them‖ (p. 17) thus creating a situation requiring that one be in the know to
understand the lyric content.
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The sixties also ushered in a new type of rock music – psychedelic rock – whose
lyrics were predominantly about drugs. Whereas folk rock was music of dissent,
psychedelic rock was music of celebration. Song titles often reflected the new openness
about drugs. For example, the Beatles hit song Lucy in the Sky with Diamonds (LSD)
enveloped its message of the LSD drug experience in a sweet, melodic tune. Donovan‘s
lyrics to the song Mellow Yellow depicted an ―Acapulco gold type of marijuana‖
(Whiteley, 1992, p. 68). The connotations of these songs, however, depended on being in
the know about the drug culture, and attempts at accusing musicians of producing drugrelated lyrics often crumbled under scrutiny. For instance, Spiro Agnew assailed music
producers for brainwashing youth ―into a drug culture by rock music‖ with lyrics such as
the Byrd‘s Eight Miles High that he associated with a drug high. The Byrd‘s manager,
however, noted that the song ―is about the group‘s first trip to England as rock and roll
stars… Eight miles high refers to how high the airplane flew‖ (―Agnew receives
rebuttal,‖ 1970, p. 7). Thus the connotative characteristic of psychedelic rock lyrics
made it difficult to connect directly to the drug culture. However, psychedelic rock did
contribute to the legitimization of the 1960s counterculture movement as a ―link between
drugs and music and the emphasis on the freedom to experiment, experience and enjoy‖
(Whiteley, 1992, p. 79) even if this connection could not be made legally.
Psychedelic rock made way for a new type of rock ‗n‘ roll music called heavy
metal. Known for its loud, audacious, and completely anti-mainstream sound, heavy
metal music raised quite a stir during the 1970s. Shuker (2005) suggests that heavy metal
music distanced itself from mainstream tastes in part because it incorporated ―the worst
excesses of popular music, notably its perceived narcissism and sexism‖ (p. 133).
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Choosing group names like Black Sabbath, Napalm Death, Megadeth, and Iron Maiden,
the new heavy metal style of music promised its listeners sounds and lyrics that would
thrash traditional benchmarks of appropriateness. Sporting various subgenres like thrash,
drone, doom, crossover, power metal, death metal, black metal, gore metal, and
progressive metal, heavy metal music appealed to a variety of young tastes. Heavy metal
was loud, it was violent, and it was profane. Additionally, though not exclusive to heavy
metal music, the lyrics employed drugs as a central musical motif (Weinstein, 2000).
Heavy metal compounded concerns parents had about rock ‗n‘ roll music and its
association to delinquency and drug use with the added component of violence.
Weinstein (2000) quotes a professor of music at University of Texas remarking that
today‘s heavy metal music is categorically different from previous forms
of popular music. It contains an element of hatred, a meanness of spirit.
Its principal themes are…extreme violence, extreme rebellion, substance
abuse, sexual promiscuity, and perversion and Satanism. (pp. 1-2)
Heavy metal music has concerned many parents because of its overtly derogatory
depiction of sex and women, as well as its rejection of Christianity. Women are
portrayed as sexual beings, often groupies or prostitutes or sexually repulsive (Weinstein,
2000), while Christianity is rejected in favor of paganism. The shock of heavy metal
music is often its reverence for the abnormal, unacceptable, or repulsive and its openly
sexualized lyrics all of which pose an affront to postwar American ideals. As heavy
metal entered the 1980s, it faced fierce opposition from those attempting to return to the
family values of the postwar period.
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The 1980s appeared to promote a return to post-war family values that advanced
the movement to oppose increased sex, violence, and profanity in music lyrics appealing
to teens. Ronald Reagan seemed to capture the curiosity and confidence of the American
people. However, his presidency was rife with contradictions. For instance, Krepon
(1986) observes that,
the carefully constructed themes of the Reagan presidency … seem oddly
disconnected from what little we know of the private man. The champion
of family values has few family ties; the champion of prayer in the public
schools is not a churchgoer and can utter expletives with ease; and the
champion of the common man prefers to spend New Year‘s Eve at Walter
Annenberg‘s Palm Springs estate. (p. 4)
Regardless of his personal paradoxes, Reagan garnered support from people for the
values that he proclaimed rather than the ones he may have chosen for himself.
Campagna (1994) observes that Reagan‘s popularity stemmed in part from his appeal to
family values, ―latent bigotry, anti-communism hysteria, religious principles‖ (p. 124)
and by aligning himself with the common man. Thus, Reagan identified the many fears
and concerns that people experienced from the postwar period until his presidency and
created the appearance of addressing them. For instance, to combat anti-communism
hysteria, Reagan increased spending on national defense; to promote family values he
suggested cutting welfare programs and decried them as ―family-destroyers‖ (Krepon,
1986, p. 126). Thus much like nearly all eras, the 1980s were shrouded in paradoxes and
rhetorically pro-American, pro-family, and pro-Christian values that provided a fertile
environment for parental concerns about indecent or violent music lyrics to develop into
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advocacy movements against the music industry. Such a movement was fashioned by a
group of senate wives who organized the Parents Music Resource Center (PMRC) for the
latent purpose of censoring what they deemed inappropriate music that could harm
America‘s children.
Movement to Sanitize Music Lyrics
In May 1985, the PMRC organized ―to educate and inform parents of this
alarming new trend… towards lyrics that are sexually explicit‖ (PMRC, 1985, p. 1) and
became known as a unique organization whose members were closely knitted to
Congress.
Its board of directors was constituted of another seventeen ‗Washington
Wives‘, married to senators, congressmen and Cabinet officials along with
a couple of businessmen‘s spouses and an advisory board where one could
find Joseph Stuessy, a Professor of Music at the University of Texas, the
Honorable Andrew Young, the Mayor of Atlanta, or TV host Sheila
Walsh. (Chastanger, 1999, p. 181)
Included in the ‗Washington Wives‘ referenced by Chastanger (1999) were Susan Baker,
wife of Secretary of Treasury, James A. Baker III; Peatsy Hollings, wife of Sen. Ernest
Hollings; Ethelann Stuckey, wife of John Nevius who was a member of the Washington
City Council; Tipper Gore, wife of Sen. Al Gore; and Pam Howard, spouse of the CEO
of a major Washington construction firm (p. 181). Other notable members included Mike
Love of the Beach Boys, and Joseph Coors, owner of Coors beers (Chastanger, 1999).
These high-profile members reportedly formed the PMRC to educate parents about what
appeared to them to be alarming trends in music. The PMRC did not overtly suggest
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censorship; rather, the organization attempted to link inappropriate rock lyrics to social
problems, such as teen suicide, teen pregnancy, and rape (Chastanger, 1999), thus
creating and crafting a justifiable concern among parents about the music to which their
children were listening.
Grossberg (1992) outlines the process the PMRC used to accomplish the
connection between rock lyrics and alleged social problems. He asserts that they first
promoted the notion that rock ‗n‘ roll fans must be monitored or deprogrammed by
enlisting the support of the American Medical Association to establish the dangers
associated with what they deemed inappropriate rock lyrics. Second, the PMRC
extended the policing boundaries beyond legal or medical fields to place power for
defining what is proper or appropriate music lyrics to parents through a program they
asserted was aimed at educating parents about alarming new trends in rock music. Next,
the PMRC often used music with which they were familiar – ironically, the music of the
1960s – as the positive model by which to compare the new, inappropriate rock lyrics.
And finally the PMRC campaigned early on the platform in favor of education and in
opposition to censorship. Grossberg (1992) argues that the PMRC
has constructed a campaign designed to ‗educate‘ parents about certain
‗alarming new trends‘ in rock music, trends which they claim add up to a
sharp break, a ‗quantum leap‘ in the history of rock. The rhetoric of their
attack is often predicated on a comparison of early contemporary rock.
The former, the music they grew up on, is viewed positively. (p. 5)

126

As a result, the PMRC promoted a rating system for lyrics, much like the rating system
imposed on comic books in the 1950s, so that parents could allegedly make better choices
about their children‘s music.
Similar to mobilization efforts of women‘s organizations like the General
Federation of Women‘s Clubs of the 1950s, the PMRC centralized efforts to control
music lyrics by calling on the assistance of parents and, in particular, mothers. In a form
letter (Figure 1.), the PMRC advocated a systematic movement against the music industry
that included monitoring the content of local radio and TV broadcasts, writing letters of
complaint to program sponsors, writing directly to the President of the music industry,
and filing complaints with the FCC. In her 1987 book entitled Raising PG Kids in an X
Rated Society, Tipper Gore related the speed at which national attention shifted to the
subject of what had become known as porn rock. She wrote,
From June to November 1985, we held dozens of meetings, participated in
frequent conference calls, and exchanged numerous letters, as we sought
solutions palatable to the industry and to the National PTA and the PMRC.
As our negotiations intensified, the issue quickly became a national issue.
Media coverage of the campaign included well over 150 newspaper
columns, editorials, and radio stories about the porn rock issue. Ellen
Goodman. . . and other syndicated columnists wrote favorable reviews.
Reuters North European Service carried stories, while the BBC did
separate radio and TV interviews with Susan Baker and me. The
Economist of London, the Wall Street Journal, U.S. News & World

127

Report, Esquire, Newsweek, Newsday, The New Republic, the New York
Times, the Los Angeles Times, and USA Today all ran stories.
...

Figure 1. Letter sent by PMRC to solicit support for their centralized efforts to control lyrics. Retrieved from
http://killuglyradio.com/img_pmrc/03_PMRC%20Letter.jpg
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News of the PMRC‘s fight to alert the public to porn rock spread quickly. The women of
the PMRC collectively did hundreds of interviews on radio and television and for

Figure 2. List of people and organizations to whom parents could complain. Retrieved from
http://www.killuglyradio.com/img_pmrc/03_PMRC%20Attachment.jpg
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magazines and newspapers across the country and around the world. The ―Donahue
Show,‖ ―Today,‖ ―CBS Morning News,‖ PBS‘s ―Late Night America,‖ all three
networks‘ evening news shows, ―Entertainment Tonight,‖ ―Hour Magazine,‖ and many
others picked up the story. (pp. 8-9).
Additionally, the PMRC provided contact names, addresses, and phone numbers
to various organizations as a way to assist participants in filing complaints. In Appendix
B of her 1987 book, Gore provided names, addresses and phone numbers to government
and industry resources and networks, as well as resource information from organizations
―set up to help troubled kids who are deeply involved with punk rock or heavy metal‖
(Gore, 1987, p. 139). The Appendix likewise provided contact information of individuals
or organizations such as the National Coalition on Television Violence and Action for
Children‘s Television who claimed to organize efforts against violence in the media
(Figure 2). Additionally, Gore provided contact information for parents and organizations
wanting to send letters of opposition to major recording companies, the advertising
industry, and even the makers of the video game Dungeons and Dragons.
Members of the PMRC were very visible. They appeared on television talk
shows and made a convincing link between what they termed ―porn rock‖ and aberrant
behavior in teens. More than 150 magazines and newspapers, including Newsweek, The
Washington Post, and Sports Illustrated pledged their support to the PMRC (Semonche,
2007). Initially, the PMRC had three demands: they wanted lyrics printed on the album
covers, albums using graphic language to be sold behind the counter, and a rating system
similar to that of the MPAA to be placed on the albums (Semonche, 2007).
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An unlikely opponent to the PMRC was heavy-metal musician, Frank Zappa. Son
of Italian immigrants, Zappa attended college and taught metallurgy at the US Naval Post
Graduate School in Monterey, California. However, Frank Zappa does not conjure the
image of an intelligent, articulate, and well-educated man; but rather, what most
remember about him is his penchant for rock music that pushed the limits of traditional
good taste.
Lowe (2007) describes Zappa‘s music as political. She asserts that Zappa struck
discord with some of his critics because he broached the subjects of ―the corporatization
of the music business, the eroding separation between church and state, the unwillingness
of the people to take control of democracy, drug abuse, and the greed of unions‖ (p. 26).
But Zappa‘s opponents rarely discussed these themes; ratherr they were much more
interested in the sexually explicit nature of his music. Early in his career he and his band,
Mothers of Invention, were fired because ―Zappa said ‗fuck‘ on stage‖ (Miles, 2004b, p.
106) when they opened for comedian Lenny Bruce whom Zappa respected for
continually challenging ―the authorities over his right to free speech by using so-called
‗obscenities‘ in his act‖ (Miles, 2004b, p. 107). Not only did Zappa‘s profanity cause a
stir among his opposers, but so did his appearance. Zappa encouraged his band to dress
audaciously. He stated, ―I felt you couldn‘t play the kind of music we were playing and
look the way some of the guys did; with processed pompadours‖ (Miles, 2004b, pp. 110111). But within just a few years, the Mothers of Invention had become a band wellknown for its profane lyrics, and record companies were attempting to assuage a growing
number of complaints about increased profanity in lyrics. Zappa argued, however, the
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ineffectiveness of those efforts. Referring to his album entitled Absolutely Free, Zappa
states,
Look what they censored out of it: ―She‘s only thirteen and she knows
how nasty.‖ You know what they took out? The word ―thirteen‖, not
―nasty‖.

Look: ―Magnificent Instrumental, Ejaculation Number 1.‖

They had to cross it out and change to ―Climax‖. [Laughter] You dig?
They wanted to change, ―I‘d like to make her do a nasty on the White
House lawn‖, they wanted to change it to ―I‘d like to make her do the
crossword puzzle on the back of TV Guide‖. (Miles, 2004b, pp. 139-140)
Not only did Zappa become known for his profanity and sexually-laced lyrics, but he also
created a style that offended many of his opposers. Zappa‘s biographer notes that ―He
knew he couldn‘t compete in the looks department with the Byrds or Love, so he
constructed a group image of a bunch of ugly old men who could play real good and were
funny. It was also a way of attracting an audience‖ (Miles, 2004b, p. 146). Despite
Zappa‘s reputation as a musician whose music embodied sex and violence, Zappa
organized a well-conceived resistance movement to counter that of the PMRC. Just as
the PMRC sent fliers and newsletters to parents about the dangers of porn rock and the
efforts of PMRC to reign in the music industry, Frank Zappa prepared responses for
opponents of the PMRC (Figure 3). His newsletter characterized the PMRC as wellfunded, well-connected members with unlimited media exposure.
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Figure 3. Frank Zappa's countermovement against the PMRC to inform people about PMRC's close
alliance with Senate members. Retrieved from
http:///www.killuglyradio.com/img_pmrc/01_Dear%Friend.jpg

Zappa not only appealed to parents, but he wrote letters to President Reagan
claiming that rock ‗n‘ roll music was being unjustly singled out by the PMRC, and that
the PMRC had no professionally valid opinion to offer about rock ‗n‘ roll‘s effect on
listeners. In a letter to President Reagan dated August 29, 1985, Zappa noted,
133

Assuming, for argument‘s sake, that the basic premise of the PMRC‘s
effort is to shield people in a certain age bracket from exposure to various
forms of UNDESIRABLE INFORMATION, the proposition is grossly
inequitable since it singles out Rock Music as the villain.
Country Music contains references to sex, drugs, alcohol, and the devil,
yet the PMRC is not requesting a warning label on THESE records. . . Is
there anyone in the PMRC who can differentiate infallibly between rock
and country music? . . . If, as they suggest, hearing a certain type of
music can cause UNWANTED BEHAVIOR, then anyone who has heard
a Beatles or a Beachboys record is in danger. Those were Charles
Manson‘s favorite groups. (―Zappa‘s August 29, 1985, letter to Reagan,‖
p. 2)
In the August 29, 1985, letter Zappa not only implied that the PMRC was unjustly biased
against rock music, but he asserted that their close affiliations with members of Congress
was a conflict of interest in the proposed hearings. He stated that the music companies
agreed to the PMRC‘s initial requests for control over lyric content because ―The record
industry bills (H.R. 3163 and ) regarding tape royalties and piracy must pass through
Senator Thurmond‘s committee. With Mrs. Thurmond a member of PMRC, the industry
was hardly in a position to express their true feelings on the matter‖ (―Zappa‘s August 29,
1985, letter to Reagan,‖ p. 3). Thus, unlike Gaines‘ flaccid response in the Subcommittee
hearings in the 1950s surrounding comic books, Frank Zappa presented a strong, stalwart
repudiation of what he described as Congressional favoritism toward the PMRC based on
its members‘ Congressional relationships.
134

It is important to note at this point that since the PMRC was a non-profit
organization, they were unable to lobby for legislation; however, they could press for
self-regulation by the music industry (Miles, 2005a). It is also important to note that the
Recording Industry Association of America (RIAA) was involved in legislation they
wanted passed that entailed a tax on home taping. The bill, H.R. 2911 known as the
Mathias Bill, proposed a tax on tape recorders and blank cassettes as royalties to offset
losses due to home taping (Cole, 2010). The bill had to proceed through Senator
Thurmond‘s committee. Thus, when the RIAA saw that one of the PMRC members was
Senator Thurmond‘s wife, the RIAA felt compelled to attempt a resolution bordering on
self-censorship (Miles, 2005). Frank Zappa, on the other hand, saw the porn rock
hearings as a distractor to the larger purpose of passing H.R. 2911 with little fanfare. At
the hearings, Zappa stated, ―people in high places work on a tax bill that is so ridiculous,
the only way to sneak it through is to keep the public‘s mind on something else: porn
rock‖ (Zelnick & Zelnick, 1999, p. 142). The Mathias Bill was a revision of H.R.1739
that would have imposed stiff penalties on all recording devices that could be used to dub
music that threatened music industry profits. The Mathias Bill proposed more moderate
taxes, and made distinctions between private recording and professional recording
devices. The Mathias Bill had two subcommittee hearings, and in the April 25, 1986,
hearing the recording industry proposed encoding an anti-dubbing chip into recorders,
however the proposal was rejected by manufacturers (Holland, 1986). According to
Billboard Magazine (1986), the consumer electronics industry was a primary contributor
to the bill‘s demise. The article notes that
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The consumer electronics industry is well aware that while video issues lie
dormant in the Congress for the time being, the ever-increasing pairing of
audio and video products, were such legislation to pass, there would
almost certainly be precedent-setting copyright amendments that would
auger changes in video as well.
… should Hollywood turn its attention from other pressing issues, and
press for royalties for their products, there could be the eventuality of a
―two-ocean‖ war. The outcome of such a legislative debacle could
fundamentally change the financial future of consumer electronics into the
next century. That‘s why the industry refuses to give an inch on … .
(Holland, 1986, p. C-4)
Whether Frank Zappa was correct in his contention that Congressional interest in the
PMRC‘s cause involved a backhanded ploy to engage in a behind-closed-doors deal with
the RIAA is unclear; however, it is noteworthy that Zappa made public an ulterior motive
for PMRC‘s effort to engage the music industry in a deal concurrent with the RIAA‘s
attempts to pass legislation allowing it to bolster recording profits. Because the RIAA
needed Senator Thurmond‘s support in passing H.R. 2911, the RIAA was willing to
negotiate with the PMRC on labeling some lyrics as explicit.
Notwithstanding the alleged relationship among H.R. 2911 legislation, Senator
Thurmond, and the RIAA, the PMRC garnered enough public and political support to
engage the music industry in a Senate hearing that served to legitimize the PMRC‘s
claims that ―the United States Congress had begun to take an interest in the issue‖ (Gore,
1987, p. 15). On September 19, 1985, the Committee on Commerce, Science and
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Transportation convened to discuss the contents of music and the lyrics of records. In her
opening statement, Mrs. James Baker linked porn rock to violence when she asserted,
Rape is up 7 percent in the latest statistics, and the suicide rates of youth
between 16 and 24 has gone up 300 percent in the last three decades while
the adult level has remained the same.
There certainly are many causes for these ills in our society, but it is our
contention that the pervasive messages aimed at children which promote
and glorify suicide, rape, sadomasochism, and so on, have to be numbered
among the contributing factors. (Record Labeling, 1985, pp. 11-12)
In contrast, Frank Zappa provided a controversial figure in the Congressional debates
about porn rock. Entering the hearings with neatly trimmed hair and wearing a dark suit
and red power tie bearing his attorney at his side, he appeared very much like a corporate
businessman. As soon as he entered the hearing, camera flashes flourished as
photographers jockeyed to get snapshots of the iconic Frank Zappa. When the celebrity
hubbub settled, Zappa began solemnly reading a statement he had prepared for the
hearings (Record Labeling, 1985). In a rather churlish exchange between the Chairman
and Zappa, the tone was set for an emotional debate.
Mr. ZAPPA. My name is Frank Zappa. This is my attorney Larry Stein.
The statement that I prepared, that I sent you 100 copies of, is five pages
long, so I have shortened it down and am going to read a condensed
version of it. Certain things have happened. I have been listening to the
event in the other room and have heard some conflicting reports as to
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whether or not people in this committee want legislation. I understand that
Mr. Hollings does from his comments. Is that correct?
The CHAIRMAN. I think you had better concentrate on your testimony,
rather than asking questions.
Mr. ZAPPA. The reason I need to ask it, because I have to change
something in my testimony if there is not a clearcut version of whether or
not legislation is what is being discussed here.
The CHAIRMAN. Do the best you can, because I do not think anybody
here can characterize Senator Hollings' position.
Mr. ZAPPA. I will carry on with the issue, then.
Senator EXON. Mr. Chairman, I might help him out just a little bit. I
might make a statement. This is one Senator that might be interested in
legislation and/or regulation to some extent, recognizing the problems
with the right of free expression. I have previously expressed views that I
do not believe I should be telling other people what they have to listen to. I
really believe that the suggestion made by the original panel was some
kind of an arrangement for voluntarily policing this in the music industry
as the correct way to go.
. ..
Senator EXON: If it will help you out in your testimony, I might join
Senator Hollings or others in some kind of legislation and/or regulation,
unless the free enterprise system, both the producers and you as the
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performers, see fit to clean up your act.
Mr. ZAPPA. OK, thank you. (Record Labeling, 1985, p. 52)
Despite the cool reception Zappa received from some members of the Senate, in part
because of the paparazzi his fame garnered, Zappa opened his comments by reading from
the First Amendment. Afterwards, he repeated his comments made earlier in writing to
President Reagan about the issue of music labeling within the framework of First
Amendment rights, and further highlighted the impropriety of PMRC members being
married to Senate members overseeing the hearing. He argued,
Is it proper that the husband of a PMRC nonmember / founder / person sits
on any committee considering business pertaining to the blank tape tax or
his wife's lobbying organization? Can any committee thus constituted find
facts in a fair and unbiased manner? This committee has three that we
know about: Senator Danforth, Senator Packwood, and Senator Gore. For
some reason, they seem to feel there is no conflict of interest involved.
(Record Labeling, 1985, p. 53).
Thus, Zappa first impugned the credibility of the hearing by implying a conflict of
interest by its committee. Then, he characterized the hearing as a bait-and-switch tactic
used to sidetrack attention away from the Committee‘s underlying intent of passing H.R.
2911 and imposing an unpopular tax on the music industry.
lt is unfortunate that the PMRC would rather dispense governmentally
sanitized heavy metal music than something more uplifting. Is this an
indication of PMRC's personal taste or just another manifestation of the
low priority this administration has placed on education for the arts in
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America? The answer, of course, is neither. You cannot distract people
from thinking about an unfair tax by talking about music appreciation. For
that you need sex, and lots of it. . . Are we expected to give up article 1 so
the big guys can collect an extra dollar on every blank tape and 10 to 25
percent on tape recorders? What is going on here? Do we get to vote on
this tax? (Record Labeling, 1985, p. 54)
The Committee responded quickly to Zappa‘s testimony about taxes, but there was some
disagreement about the legislative intent that could be mistaken for censorship. Some
Committee members repeatedly stated that the purpose of the hearing was not to create
legislation, but rather, merely to inform parents about music lyrics; others indicated an
interest in future legislation. For instance, when Zappa raised questions about the
committee‘s legislative intent, the Chairman stated, ―You understand that the previous
witnesses were not asking for legislation. And I do not know, I cannot speak for Senator
Hollings, but I think the prevailing view here is that nobody is asking for legislation‖
(Record Labeling, 1985, p. 55). On the other hand, Senator Exon commented that ―the
hearings should not have been held if we are not considering legislation or regulations at
this time, I emphasized earlier that they may follow . . . I suspect that, unless the industry
―cleans up their act‖ … there is likely to be legislation‖ (Record Labeling, 1985, pp. 5960). Regardless of the conflicting comments about the role of legislation in the hearings,
Zappa elegantly brought the discussion back to issues of art censorship. While Zappa
maintained a respectful tone before the Senate, his words left no doubt that he mistrusted
the legislative intent of the hearing.
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The last senator to question Zappa was Senator Paula Hawkins of Florida. Her
line of questioning appeared to portray Zappa as an artist who disagreed with the PMRC
primarily for monetary reasons. However, Zappa‘s straightforward responses made the
points she had apparently intended to make rather impotent.
Senator HAWKINS. Mr. Zappa, you say you have four children?
Mr. ZAPPA. Yes, four children.
Senator HAWKINS. Have you ever purchased toys for those children?
Mr. ZAPPA. No; my wife does.
Senator HAWKINS. Well, I might tell you that if you were to go in a toy
store -- which is very educational for fathers, by the way; it is not a
maternal responsibility to buy toys for children -- that you may look on the
box and the box says, this is suitable for 5 to 7 years of age, or 8 to 15, or
15 and above, to give you some guidance for a toy for a child. Do you
object to that?
Mr. ZAPPA. In a way I do, because that means that somebody in an
office someplace is making a decision about how smart my child is.
Senator HAWKINS. I would be interested to see what toys your kids
ever had.
Mr. ZAPPA. Why would you be interested?
Senator HAWKINS. Just as a point of interest.
Mr. ZAPPA. Well, come on over to the house. I will show them to you.
Senator HAWKINS. I might do that. Do you make a profit from sales of
rock records?
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Mr. ZAPPA. Yes.
Senator HAWKINS. So you do make a profit from the sales of rock
records?
Mr. ZAPPA. Yes.
Senator HAWKINS. Thank you. I think that statement tells the story to
this committee. Thank you. (Record Labeling, 1985, p. 61)
One of the more perplexing aspects about this verbal exchange is that Frank Zappa‘s
music was perceived as aberrant by members of the PMRC thus casting him in a light
unfavorable to parenthood. Yet, Senator Hawkins‘ line of questioning verged on being a
didactic lesson in feminism. When she asked Zappa whether he bought toys for his
children, he responded that his wife bought the children‘s toys. In response, Senator
Hawkins told Zappa that purchasing toys for children is no longer only a woman‘s
responsibility and that fathers can also participate in the process. Her characterization of
Zappa as a father out of touch with women‘s responsibilities appears ironic in the context
of the PMRC‘s inferences that Zappa represents that which is inappropriate for children –
his or anyone‘s. However, Zappa‘s response was an intellectual one in that he explained
that labeling toys by age appropriateness does not take the unique skills and abilities of
his children into consideration. When Senator Hawkins quickly responded that she
would like to see the types of toys his children have owned, he immediately queried,
―Why would you be interested?‖ for which she had no substantive answer and after
which she quickly shifted to the question of whether he profited from his music.
What is a bit baffling is why Senator Hawkins would believe anyone – performer
or Senator – would engage in any occupation without making profits. Thus, when he
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answered in the affirmative she responded ―I think that statement tells the story to the
committee.‖ Even though the Senate hearings were crafted by the PMRC, Frank Zappa
took control of the hearings by responding articulately and intellectually to the often
ambiguous and contradictory questions and statements of the Senate participants.
Following Frank Zappa‘s appearance was that of John Denver.
Denver‘s opening statement differed dramatically from Zappa‘s. Opening on a
positive note to the senators, and ending on a positive note for peaceful change, Denver
drew gracious responses from senators.
Mr. DENVER: It is a great pleasure to be with you, and I apologize for
running in and out. I seem to be testifying and briefing many people here
on Capitol Hill today, and it causes the ingoing and outgoing. Honorable
Chairman, members of the committee, ladies and gentlemen: It is a great
honor and a privilege to appear before you this morning and to take
advantage of the opportunity given me in our free society to speak my
mind, to give voice to my opinions in a public forum in front of not only
the leadership of our great country, but the press, the media, and through
them all who might be listening around our country and around the world.
...
We can turn this around, sir. We can address the reality of a problem and
not deal with just the symptoms, and create not only a better world for our
children but for ourselves and all of humanity. We can end hunger. We
can rid the world of nuclear weapons. We can learn to live together as
human beings on a planet that travels through the universe, living the
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example of peace and harmony among all people. (Record Labeling, 1985,
pp. 66-67)
Whereas the committee Chairman addressed Frank Zappa as Mr. Zappa, the committee
Chairman addressed John Denver as John. Also, Denver was very tactful in his approach
to the committee as he finessed his way in discussions about censorship.
The CHAIRMAN. John, thank you very much for your excellent
statement. You talked about the importance of, in your words, an informed
and educated people, and about the importance of communication between
parents and their children. And as I understand it, that is exactly the point
that was made by the Parents Music Resource Center group that was here
earlier.
That is, they are not asking for censorship, they are not asking for
Government action. Nobody has proposed that to my knowledge. There is
no legislation that is pending that in any way suggests any censorship. The
point is not less information.
Nobody is trying to prevent rock stars from singing whatever they want or
music companies from publishing whatever they want. The question is one
of communication and openness.
Senator Exon said earlier, if we are not legislating why have a hearing?
Frequently we have oversight hearings in the Congress, and one of the
reasons for it is to just air what is going on, to bring it out in the open, to
increase information, not to reduce information. What the mothers are
saying is that they do not have sufficient information. They want to know
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more, they want to be more informed. They do not want less information.
They do not want censorship. They want more information. They want to
know.
…
Mr. DENVER. I understand, Senator, and I applaud what is taking place
here today. My concern is that it sort of feels like, if we are bringing this
issue to the Congress through the Senate, there is a very real possibility
that legislation is going to be acted upon. I understand that.
The CHAIRMAN. Zero.
Mr. DENVER. But several gentlemen have said that if it looks like it is
possible to make legislation, some of you today have said, if it is possible
to make legislation that you would go further with this if there is a
constitutional way to do that.
The CHAIRMAN. Just believe me, zero chance of legislation. I do not
think anybody has introduced a bill, and I do not really think that is a
possibility at all. (Record Labeling, 1985, p. 67)
Even though Denver‘s approach to the question of censorship and legislation during the
hearing was delivered and received very differently than was Frank Zappa‘s, Denver was
very clear in his objection to any form of censorship of the music industry and about his
concerns relevant to legislative intent.
In the course of the hearing, Denver discussed how he had been discriminated
against by individuals who misinterpreted his lyrics. One of the arguments made earlier
by Twisted Sister‘s Dee Snider was that the PMRC had misrepresented many of his lyrics
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and determined them to be sexual or violent when they were representations of at times
innocent – but real – life experiences. For instance, Snider noted that the PMRC publicly
characterized his song entitled Under the Knife as a sadomasochistic diatribe glorifying
rape and bondage. However, he claimed that the song was about his memories of an
operation he underwent as a child. Similarly, Denver proposed that some of his songs
had been misinterpreted and that should the labeling of music as proposed by the PMRC
be implemented, that even his music –reportedly listened to and enjoyed by Senators in
the Committee – could be deemed inappropriate. For instance, Denver noted that his
song ―Rocky Mountain High‖ had at one time been banned for implications of drug abuse
but that the song is about a natural ―high‖ created by the beauty of nature. Therefore, he
made the point that lyrics can be interpreted many ways, which means they can be
misinterpreted, too. As a result, he sided with Zappa in his concerns about supporting
any industry changes that could ultimately lead to censorship when he stated,
Discipline and self-restraint when practiced by an individual, a family, or
a company is an effective way to deal with this issue. The same thing
when forced on a people by their government or, worse, by a selfappointed watchdog of public morals, is suppression and will not be
tolerated in a democratic society.
Mr. Chairman, the suppression of the people of a society begins in my
mind with the censorship of the written or spoken word. It was so in Nazi
Germany. It is so in many places today where those in power are afraid of
the consequences of an informed and educated people. (Record Labeling,
1985, p. 65)
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By constructing the image of a self-appointed watchdog of public morals, Denver
carefully connected suppression of ideas and art to the inception of censorship.
Additionally, he suggested the dangerous course they would be taking should the Senate
impose self-regulation on the music industry. Therefore, one of the most prominent
sentiments of the hearing focused on a mistrust of the Committee process by the music
industry. Both Zappa and Denver voiced their concerns about legislation that would
impose any form of censorship; however, Committee members defensively countered by
repeatedly stating no legislation would be considered.
Comments by Frank Zappa and John Denver before the Committee left no room
for Senate members to renege on their recorded promises to avoid legislation regulating
the music industry. According to the Chairman, the purpose of the Senate hearing was
only to bring the issue before the country. Ironically, however, in response to Senate
chambers being filled to capacity as journalists crowded to record the event, Senator
Exxon noted that ―This is the largest media event I‘ve ever seen. . . [I]f we‘re not talking
about federal regulation, … what is the reason for these hearings? (Record Labeling,
1985, pp. 49-50) which resulted in a dialogue between Senator Exon and Tipper Gore
that suggested there was some confusion about the purpose of the hearings.
Senator EXON. … if there is one thing that has come through loud and
clear to me at least, it is that you do not want Federal legislation and you
do not want Federal regulation , at least at this time. Is that correct?
Mrs. GORE. Yes, that is correct. We do not want legislation to remedy
this problem. . . We would like them to do this voluntarily. We propose
no legislative solution whatsoever.
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Senator EXON. When you say legislation, do you also include the term
that I use, regulation?
Mrs. GORE. Yes.
Senator EXON. …Mr. Chairman I suppose it is nice to have these
hearings and discuss these things, because I think it is a concern. But I
wonder, Mr. Chairman if we are not talking about Federal regulations and
we are not talking about Federal legislation, what is the reason for these
hearings in front of the Commerce Committee?
The CHAIRMAN. … I think the point of the hearings is to provide a
forum for airing what a lot of people perceive of as a real problem.
Senator EXON. Well. . . that may well be and that may well be an
intention of what the Congress should or should not do. As one member
of the Congress, I think that we indulge in too many publicity events that
are far beyond the scope of regulation and legislation, which I think is our
primary purpose. (Record Labeling, 1985, pp. 49-50)
In light of Senator Exon‘s concerns about the PMRC ‗s intentions, it is understandable
why John Denver took such care in phrasing his testimony and why Frank Zappa asked
for clarification from the committee Chairman about legislative intent before he read his
written statement. Throughout the testimony there were bouts of tension between various
recording artists and Congressional leaders as each side attempted to raise or erase
questions of censorship. Even though the Subcommittee hearing resulted in less than
what the PMRC desired and gained only the voluntary inclusion of the phrase ―Explicit
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Lyrics‖ on covers of albums including sexual language, the PMRC continued its dogged
attempt to impugn the music industry for promoting music with sexually explicit lyrics.
On December 10, 1986, the PMRC held a Washington press conference chiding
the music industry for reneging on its agreement to place parental advisory stickers on the
covers of albums containing music with profanity or sex and/or violent lyrics. According
to the PMRC, ―not only have many in the industry broken the agreement, but some
companies have taken elaborate means to sidestep it‖ (Goldstein, 1986, para. 4). For
instance, the PMRC claimed that Warners publicity company, who represented W.A.S.P.
and Megadeth, failed to adhere to the size of the lettering of the parental advisory stickers
and by using their own wording that said ―uncensored and unanimously disapproved by
parents everywhere‖ (Goldstein, 1986, para. 9). As a result, the PMRC notified Warners
that they were in non-compliance with the agreed upon industry guidelines causing some
record companies to wonder ―how record labels could break a voluntary agreement‖
(Goldstein, 1986, para. 5). ―The PMRC released a label-by-label report card indicating
how each company had performed under the terms of the agreement‖ (Roldan, 1987, p.
243), but in part because of the nitpicking by the PMRC, many record companies
discovered ways to subvert the negative effects of the compromise agreement made with
the PMRC. The agreement the PMRC made with respect to labeling explicit lyrics
applied primarily to major record companies; ―small independent labels would not be
bounded to the scheme‖ (Farshi, 2010, p. 38). As a result, major record labels often
allowed a band to record on a one-time basis with an independent record company not
bound by the PMRC agreement; thus, major record labels succeeded in subverting their
original agreement with the PMRC. By 1990, the ―Parental Advisory/Explicit Lyrics‖
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sticker was adopted, even by the ―small record labels who realized that the sticker
actually increased record sales‖ (Farshi, 2010, p. 40). Between the music lyrics hearing
date in 1985 and the publication of Gore‘s book, Raising PG Kids in an X Rated Society
in 1987, heavy metal music expanded.
By the 1990s, new technology like the Internet would allow new musical genres
to develop outside television and radio. Grunge and rap emerged as popular music and
negated much of the interest about 1980s heavy metal music. The PMRC did, however,
target rap in the late 1980s, but Gore‘s role in the PMRC began to wane amid her
husband‘s 1988 bid for presidency due, in part, to loss of donations from the
entertainment industry (Zelnick & Zelnick, 1999).
Music Lyrics Panic as a Moral Panic
The Senate hearing surrounding music lyrics provides an excellent example of
how – similar to the case of the comic book panic of the 1950s – the actions of parents,
politicians, and experts combined to alter an industry. In this case, expert testimony –
both on the part of PMRC and the music industry – created a cloud of questions that
ultimately cancelled each other out leading to minimal action. As a result, PMRC‘s only
win was that the words ―Explicit Lyrics – Parental Advisory‖ were added to albums
containing explicit language. And, while the music industry may have been singed
around the edges by the process, it also garnered a great deal of publicity.
Cohen (1972) stipulates that for a moral panic to develop, there must be a
perceived threat to society. In the case of the 1980s music lyrics panic, the threat was in
the form of new types of rock ‗n‘ roll music that affronted the post-war American ideals
of virtue. Existing in the context of the Reagan administration whose platform revolved
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around returning to post-war family values, the new audacious rock ‗n‘ roll genres
promoted increased sex, violence, and profanity in the lyrics.
The celebrity of PMRC members as Senate wives intensified media exposure and
accelerated the group‘s momentum as they quickly garnered Congressional support to
convene a Senate subcommittee hearing. Because several members of the PMRC were
also Senate wives, it is difficult to determine whether or not they would have enjoyed
such a speedy audience with Congress otherwise; however, the time they organized in
1985 until they met before a Senate subcommittee hearing entailed less than one year.
Compared to the comic book panic that deliberated for nearly a decade before resulting in
a Senate committee, the PMRC rapidly gathered attention for their efforts. Additionally,
the celebrity of heavy metal rock stars like Frank Zappa and Dee Snider, as well as nonheavy metal musicians like John Denver brought media attention to the hearings and
prompted Senator Exon to call it the ―largest media event‖ he had ever seen (Record
Labeling, 9/19/85,m p. 50).
Semonche (2007) notes that part of the music industry‘s initial fear was that ―the
warning label would spawn further censorship because the albums that carried it would
become pariahs‖ (p. 166). Parodoxically, the warning label had the opposite effect.
Frank Zappa cut a new album in tribute to the PMRC entitled ―Frank Zappa Meets The
Mothers of Prevention‖ that highlighted a 12-minute song entitled ―Porn Wars‖; while
Dee Snider of Twisted Sister – another artist who testified at the hearings – released a
new album which included on its sleeve a thanks to the PMRC for all the free publicity
(Martin & Segrave, 1993). Billboard Magazine (1986) reported that the PMRC
controversy ―gave invaluable publicity to metal‘s more extreme and macabre bands‖ and
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―restored a cult status to the underground metal scene‖ (Bashe, 1986, p. H-14). Bashe
found that after the PMRC campaign against heavy metal, ―seventeen heavy metal LPs
went gold, 11 went platinum, five went double-platinum…Impressive, when you
consider that platinum acts such as Judas Priest, Def Leopard, Van Halen, Black Sabbath,
Quiet Riot and Ozzy Osbourne were dormant for the entire year‖ (Bashe, 1986, p. H-1).
Notwithstanding the ironic outcome of the warning labels on albums, musicians did not
wholeheartedly comply with the requirement to label their albums with the warning. In
fact, the first musician to comply with the new regulation was a French singer whose
labeled song was in his native language (Semonche, 2007). Because of the music
industry‘s delay in labeling albums, the PMRC intensified its efforts to pressure
enforcement of the labeling system, and by 1986 a dozen states− Arizona, Delaware,
Florida, Illinois, Iowa, Kansas, Maryland, Missouri, New Mexico, Oklahoma,
Pennsylvania, and Virginia− considered restrictions or bans on musicians or albums in
noncompliance. It was not until 1990 – nearly five years after the Subcommittee hearing
–before an American album carried the explicit label warning (Semonche, 2007, p. 166).
As an interesting side note, on March 9, 1990, the year the Parental Advisory – Explicit
Lyrics labeling officially began, Broward County, Florida, law enforcement officers
requested a local judge to take action against an album they deemed obscene.
… judge Mel Grossman issued an order, an advisory opinion, that the
record ―As Nasty as They Wanna Be‖ by the rap group 2 Live Crew was
obscene. The Broward County Sheriff‘s office received and copied the
order, and decided to ―warn stores as a matter of courtesy‖ (Skywalker
Records v. Navarro, 739 F. Supp. 578 at 583 [S.D. Fla. 1990]). More than
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twenty record stores were visited by deputies in jackets marked ―Broward
County Sheriff,‖ with their badges in plain view. Store managers were
presented with a copy of the judge‘s order and, in a friendly,
conversational tone, warned that further sales would result in arrest.
These stores took the recording off the shelf, and was word spread others
followed suit, making it unavailable for purchase throughout the county.
(Cloonan & Garofolo, 2003, p. 226)
This instance is reminiscent of actions in the 1950s against shopkeepers who stocked
comic books labeled inappropriate for young readers. At that time, women‘s groups
banded together and visited shopkeepers to monitor whether or not they continued to
stock targeted comic books. If so, they shared the names of the stores with religious
leaders who often encouraged their parishioners to avoid shopping in those stores. Many
shopkeepers in the 1950s quickly removed the comic books to avoid loss of sales as did
the stores in Florida in 1990.
Conclusion
There continues to be efforts on the part of parent and other advocacy groups
aimed at removing – or at least reducing – vulgarity, profanity, or pornographic materials
from the purview of young people. From the 1980s when the PMRC flexed its
organizational muscles to enact changes that focused on sanitizing music lyrics until now
there has been a flurry of concern about profanity and pornography in the entertainment
industry, especially that which appeals to youth. With the advent of cell phones,
computer applications like Twitter, Face Book, and MySpace, and easy access to music
and movies easily downloaded onto iPods, there has been an escalation of interest in
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protecting children from perceived harm. Parents and other youth advocates are
increasingly turning to technology in efforts to protect youth from the harmful effects of
that same technology. For instance, the American Psychological Association has created
a website to which parents can turn for various health-related questions including alleged
harmful effects of profanity and obscenity. Parent organizations like the Parents
Television Council (PTC) organize to create information centers for parents concerned
about profanity and obscenity in television programming and movie ratings. Individual
parents design blogs filled with personal experiences that invite other parents to talk
about their concerns that many times include anxieties about profanity and obscenity in
the entertainment industry as well as what they perceive as increasing use of profanity,
particularly the f-word, among adolescents.
It appears that general anxieties about profanity and obscenity have remained
topics of concern for parents from the postwar period until today. Thus, it is worthy to
examine the ways these anxieties about profanity and obscenity manifest in our
contemporary technological world. A good example to aid in understanding how moral
panics evolve and progress within a technological context is the Cyberporn panic of the
1990s.
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Chapter 6:
Moral Panic about Cyberporn

Before debates about the increased sexual and violent content in music appealing
to adolescents had settled, a new form of entertainment was emerging that appealed to
youth but with which parents and other adults had little experience, namely, the Internet.
One reaction to the new technology – and Internet technology specifically – centered on
adult fears about technology‘s role in exploiting youth.
For approximately one year between June 1995 and June 1996, an array of news
reports claimed that children had unrestricted access to pornography on the Internet
(May, 1995; Ware, 1995; Glaister, 1995). One of the most outspoken magazines, Time,
featured articles declaring that children were being pummeled by pornographic images
(―cyberporn‖), and cited a Carnegie Mellon University study claiming that over 900,000
inappropriate images a day processed through Usenet groups (Elmer-Dewitt, Block, Cole,
& Epperson, 1995).

Eventually, the information made its way to Congress where

hearings were convened to discuss dangers the Internet posed especially to young
children and adolescents. Because cyberporn during this year was such a highly-charged
subject, it is appropriate to examine the issue in relation to moral panics. Also, while the
music lyrics panic emerged in response to moral discrepancies related to lyrics contents,
the Internet panic of the 1990s was a response to concerns about youth safety prompted
by alleged increased violence that developed over three decades. Therefore, the
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discussion of violence in the 1960s belongs in this chapter to help explain how it
contributed to the Internet panic of the 1990s.
Internet Fears
The cyberporn threat of the 1990s is not as easily explained as the comic book
threat of the 1950s. In the 1950s, the United States unified to rid itself of crime comic
books. Hailed as violent literature in conflict with the post-war American ideals, crime
comic books were an easily identifiable threat against which America could unify. Thus,
efforts to curb or destroy comic book distribution and readership intensified until the
comic book industry imposed self-censorship and gradually diminished as television
became increasingly popular. However, technology involved in the cyberporn threat
brought with it a variety of concerns about youth safety emerging from two prior
decades. The two generations preceding the 1990s were fraught with a diverse array of
anxieties ranging from increasing use of drugs, allegedly increased sexual promiscuity,
disagreement between counterculture and traditional values, pro- and anti-war
movements, religious experimentation, and a host of other challenges to the traditional
American values promoted during the Cold War. What did stand out, however, as a
source causing anxiety and fear in response to that confusion was the Internet. The
Internet, like many new technologies, was embraced by young people while it was
viewed cautiously by adults. It is within the culture of anxiety about protecting children
and adolescence from child molesters, abductors, and murderers in response to high
profile cases along with the anxieties about a new technology that the cyberporn scare
was born.
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The 1990s was host to a widespread, concerted effort to create a safer world for
children and adolescents. Because the world in which children and adolescents lived
relied more and more on Internet technology, safety campaigns focused on making the
Internet a safer place for children and adolescents to visit. In 1991, Sen. Robert Dole
introduced the Pornography Victims‘ Compensation Act that authorized victims of sex
crimes to sue producers and distributors of materials that were ―sexually explicit and
violent if the material was a proximate cause of the crime‖ (Finan, 2007, p. 260).
Ironically, this bill known as the Bundy legislation aimed at protecting youth was named
after a serial killer. The bill enjoyed popularity and support with conservative groups, but
experienced stiff opposition by feminist groups who believed the issue of pornography
complicated underlying concerns about gender inequality. Ultimately, the bill was
defeated over concerns of censorship.
In 1996, Congress passed the Child Pornography Prevention Act (―CPPA‖) that
criminalized images ―that are electronically or mechanically created or altered to render
sexual depiction of minors‖ (Toren, 2003, p. 7.47). The motivation to enact this
legislation was from ―the use of computer technology to create child pornography
without the use of real children and the availability of the Internet to distribution such
images‖ (Toren, 2003, p. 7.47). The Child Pornography Prevention Act was ruled
unconstitutional when the Supreme Court asserted,
The statute proscribes the visual depiction of an idea – that of teenagers
engaging in sexual activity – that is a fact of modern society and has been
a theme of art and literature throughout the ages. Indeed the Court noted
that teen sexual activity and sexual abuse of children had inspired
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countless literary works including William Shakespeare‘s Romeo and
Juliet, and were depicted in two critically acclaimed films: Traffic and
American Beauty. (Toren, 2003, p. 7.48)
Weise (1995) portrays efforts in the 1990s to find a balance between using the new
Internet technology while also protecting children and adolescents from its dangers when
he notes that 1994 was ―the year America discovered the Internet‖ and ―1995 was the
year merchants and the sheriff arrived to civilize the new frontier‖ (Weise, 1995, p. 7).
Internet use doubled between 1994 and 1995, from 16 million to 32 million
people accessing the Internet daily (Weise, 1995). Praised by some as ―one of the last
chances to level the playing field for minority students‖ by bringing ―resources into
underserved classrooms‖ (―Monitoring Your Kids Online‖, 1995, p. 41) others decried
the Internet as a diabolical location where ―sexual predators spin luring webs on the net‖
(―Sexual Predators‖, 1996, p. p. 9). Along with the vast amount of ready information the
Internet provided came concerns about undesirable information, like pornography, that
allegedly overshadowed the benefits of the Internet. Newspapers and magazines
regularly reported to the public about the Internet and how it was being used by online
predators. Because effective laws had not yet been passed to deal with the types of
crimes emerging on the Internet, lawmakers were often hard pressed to respond swiftly to
improprieties associated with this relatively new technology. The Baltimore Sun quoted
an attorney for the prosecutor‘s office in Pierce County, Washington, describing the
Internet as being ―total anarchy – no cops, no rules. Nobody has a handle on it‖ (Coram,
1996, p. 14). Therefore, articles about how to protect children from the onslaught of
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online pornography and violence increased. For example, the superintendent of the New
York State Police used newspapers to warn parents stating,
As responsible parents, we have an obligation to guide and supervise our
children when they explore cyberspace. We need to be attentive to them
on the Internet as we would at the playground… They need to be aware
that the computer isn‘t merely an innocuous electronic baby sitter, but a
window on the adult world, complete with most of its blessings and evils.
(McMahon, 1995, p. 7)
U.S. Senator Dan Coats, who was working in conjunction with Senator Exon on an
amendment to the 1934 Telecommunications Act that would regulate various aspects of
the Internet, wrote letters to the editors of newspapers advertising the amendment. He
noted,
Computer technology is a tool of great potential. But it has become,
without anyone planning it, one of the world‘s largest distributors of
pornography. The Internet takes the worst excesses of the red-light district
and places them directly into a child‘s bedroom on the computer parents
bought to help with their homework. One study found that over 450,000
pornographic images and text files are available to anyone with a modem.
(Coats, 1995, p. 3)
The study Senator Coats referenced in the above letter is that of an undergraduate
engineering student, Martin Rimm, who published a report that claimed children were
subjected to thousands of pornographic images while surfing the Internet. This report,
entitled ―Marketing Pornography on the Information Superhighway‖, soon became a
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major catalyst in the cyberporn scare. To better understand the nature of claims made by
Rimm in his report, it is first necessary to know a brief history of the Internet and how
concerns about child safety developed.
The Brave New World of the Internet
One would be hard pressed to function in today‘s world without the Internet. We
do everything from banking to socializing online; we can surf the Internet on not only our
computers but also our phones. We do not need to plug in computers if we have wi-fi,
and we can see the person on the other end of our connection with Skype. We have a
new vocabulary that revolves around Internet technology. In fact, with texting we do not
even need to know how to spell. With blue-tooth technology, we can walk down the
street while talking on the phone – hands free. The Internet has transformed the way we
communicate and that alone is enough to inspire anxiety in those who have to learn the
new communication.
At the height of the cyberporn controversy in 1995 and 1996, the Internet was
relatively new for individual users, but it was not a new invention at that time. While
there are several versions of the Internet‘s inception, most accounts place it in the mid1960s (Hafner & Lyon, 1996; Marks, 2000, Martin, 1996), but note discussions about its
creation were prompted by the Soviet‘s successful launch of Sputnik in 1957 (Banks,
2008). In that year, the U.S. Government established the Advanced Research Projects
Agency (ARPA) that was charged with the duty to ―regain technical superiority for the
United States‖ (―FCC: Something to share,‖ 2010). With the threat of nuclear war
hovering during the Cold War, the military had concerns about building a communication
system that could survive a nuclear attack (Abbate, 1996). While the Department of
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Defense already had computers that could communicate with one another, they had not
yet tackled the technology that permitted communication between incompatible networks
(Rosenzweig, 1998). That technology did not emerge until late 1969 when Leonard
Kleinrock devised the system called packet-switching, which meant ―the interface
computers had to perform the work of dividing users' outgoing messages into packets and
of reassembling incoming packets into messages‖ (Abbate, 1996, p. 18). By October 29,
1969, Kleinrock sent the first computer message to two universities that were connected
to the network (Banks, 2008).
Early versions of the Internet were known as ARPANET and were used mostly by
the Department of Defense in response to Cold War insecurities about protecting
governmental communication networks if threatened by a nuclear attack. (Abbate, 1996).
Essentially, the system ―made possible an online newsletter that would be continually
updated‖ (Rosenzweig, 1998, p. 1543) that laid the foundation for Usenet groups that
appealed to non-military computer users. By 1979 Tom Truscott and Jim Ellis, two Duke
University graduate students, developed simple programs that connected computers
through a user net system (Bonnett, 2010). ―The Users Network, usenet for short, grew
into an international electronic discussion forum with more than 120,000 newsgroups
dedicated to various topics, from local dining to computer programming languages. Each
group had a distinctive name such as soc.history or sci.math‖ (Bonnett, 2010, para. 4).
Thus usenet technology played an integral role in increasing interest in non-military use
of the Internet. By the early 1980s, even though early forms of the Internet were still
under military control, usage was moving toward academic research, and Internet access
proliferated. For example, ―in the fall of 1985 about 2,000 computers had access to the
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Internet; by the end of 1987 there were almost 30,000, and by 1989 the number had
grown to 159,000‖ (Abbate, 1996, p. 186). By the mid-1990s, the Internet had become
well-known to most Americans even though not every household owned a computer;
therefore, it is within the history of the Cold War that the Internet emerged. As an
interesting side note, the man credited with the technology necessary for the Internet to
exist, UCLA professor Leonard Kleinrock, claims his ideas about networking computers
came from a centerfold containing plans for building a crystal radio he found in a
Superman comic book when he was six years old (―The history of the Internet‖, para. 1).
In the 1990s the Internet was relatively new and parents were anxious about this
new type of communication about which they knew little. Additionally, news reports
about a new evil were being published in magazines, newspapers, and television, namely,
sexual predation; the news media were making connections between sexual predators and
the Internet. Zgoba (2004) asserts that ―the abduction and molestation of children has
generated some of the highest levels of public fear and anxiety‖ (p. 387). Adding to
parents‘ concerns about child safety was the abundance of information about the new
technology with which they had little experience and its appeal to youth. As early as
1990, the Library Journal warned that there was an information explosion capable of
overwhelming most computer users. It stated, ―Too much information, or more precisely
too much data, is often worse than too little. People are unable to process, understand,
and make sense of the steady stream of data that bombards them‖ (Tenopir, 1990, p. 62).
Parents were often overwhelmed by the amount of information published about missing
children, online predators, and cyberporn. However, concerns about these issues in the
1990s did not occur in a vacuum or all at once. They were the culmination of general
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anxieties about adolescent sexual promiscuity and drug abuse in the decades following
the comic book panic and Cold War concerns about juvenile delinquency.
Gitlin (1993) asserts that the 1950s were ―a seedbed as well as a cemetery‖ in
which the ―surprises of the Sixties were planted‖ (p. 12), and he examines social and
political events occurring in the 1960s by reviewing the decades that preceded and
influenced those events. Similarly, concerns about the Internet, and cyberporn
specifically, are rooted in events that emerged decades prior to the 1990s. Therefore, I
will examine anxieties about youth safety from the 1960s associated with the
counterculture revolution and Vietnam War that functioned as seedbeds of the cyberporn
panic that emerged in the 1990s.
Seedbeds and Cemeteries Leading to the Cyberporn Panic
World War II left behind a symbol of destruction, and Gitlin (1993) notes that the
bombs dropped on Hiroshima and Nagasaki in 1945 created the unsettling proposition
that annihilation was possible even for the United States. Children born in the 1950s
became accustomed to life charged with the reality of nuclear possibilities. School
children participated in bomb drills that required them to seek shelter under their desks
which would do little to protect them in case of a nuclear attack but did much to keep the
idea of annihilation alive. As many of the children of the 1950s became teens in the
1960s, they became part of a generational movement that included a faction that was
―morally more serious, intellectually and culturally more ambitious‖ (Gitlin, 1993, p. 26).
This faction often derided the middle-class preoccupation with security as they ―labeled it
smugness and expressed solidarity with people who were systematically excluded from a
fair share in prosperity. The revelation that there were people blocked from affluence not
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only offended them, it discredited the dream – a dream they already felt ambivalent
about, even estranged from‖ (Gitlin, 1993, p. 27). Amid conflicts emerging from this
movement against the middle-class preoccupation with security was a leader who brought
youth to government and whose appearance and style ―signaled the rise to power of a
new, younger generation‖ (May, 1999, p. 195), namely John F. Kennedy.
Kennedy‘s now famous inauguration speech promoted action. He stated, ―Ask
not what your country can do for you; ask what you can do for your country‖ (―Voices of
Democracy‖, 1961, para.26). To youth of the 1960s, Kennedy‘s inaugural speech was an
invitation ―to embrace political activism and risk‖ (May, 1999, p. 195). Gitlin (1993)
suggests that ―Between the sit-ins and the anti-HUAC (House Un-American Activities
Committee ) demonstration, the Fifties expired‖ (parenthetical added; p. 83). To take its
place was a young citizenry that ―Instead of saying that segregation ought to stop, . . .
acted as if segregation no longer existed‖ (Gitlin, 1993, p. 85). Thus, Kennedy‘s brief
presidency provided at least the appearance of an atmosphere of change and social
movement.
Piereson (2007) asserts that ―Kennedy‘s assassination was but one of many events
that provoked the political and social upheavals of the 1960s‖ (p. xiii). Hine (1999) asks
an interesting question: ―Would ‗the sixties‘ have happened without the Kennedy
assassination (p. 263)? This is an important question when discussing the construction of
adolescence in the context of moral panics because the Kennedy assassination marked a
turning point for what Americans – and in particular young Americans – deemed
important. Kennedy was the first photogenic president to be televised. While he was a
youthful, charismatic leader, his qualifications were relatively sparse. He appealed to
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voters in part because of his charm and wit, and he stood for a lifestyle that many aspired
to have. Television glamorized him and made him a celebrity (Piereson, 2007) likening
him to King Arthur who presided over the vast kingdom of Camelot. Thus, Kennedy was
a bridge between the former, traditional American ideal and a new, energized American
image that promoted unity over difference. He exhorted,
If we cannot end now all our differences, at least we can help make the
world safe for diversity. For, in the final analysis, our most basic common
link is that we all inhabit this planet. We all breathe the same air. We all
cherish our children‘s future. And we are all mortal. (Goffman & Joy,
2004)
Even though Kennedy became a very popular president, there were fears that ―behind the
hype about Camelot, the Kennedy presidency was short on accomplishments‖
(Schneiderman, 1995, p. 39). Kennedy took office as a moderate proponent of the
postwar consensus that promoted tough actions against communism and bolstered
national defense. In 1961, Kennedy suffered a rather embarrassing defeat at the hands of
Cuba in the Bay of Pigs invasion and was anxious to regain his credibility which may
have led him to build an American presence in Vietnam as a national show of strength
(Piereson, 2007). Some argue that because of Kennedy‘s growing skepticism about
information he received from military brass about further military action in Vietnam, he
most likely would not have continued the American presence in Vietnam (Cooper, 2010;
Schneiderman, 1995). In fact, on October 2, 1963, the Joint Chiefs of Staff presented
Kennedy with a withdrawal proposal that he accepted which outlined a plan to remove all
American troops from Vietnam by the end of 1965 (Silverstone, 2010). Thus Kennedy‘s
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presidency directly impacted the lives of young people and he, in essence, became the
young people‘s president.
During the early 1960s, Kennedy‘s popularity as a president grew as the Civil
Rights movement was underway. In the months leading up to his assassination violent
acts against African-Americans escalated. In May of 1963, police in Birmingham,
Alabama turned fire hoses and police dogs on civil rights demonstrators. In June of
1963, Medgar Evars – a civil rights leaders and NAACP official – was murdered. In
September of the same year a Birmingham Baptist Church was bombed killing four
young African-American girls (Piereson, 2007). And after roughly 1,000 days as the 35th
President of the United States, Kennedy was assassinated in Dallas, Texas, on November
22, 1963 (―John F. Kennedy,‖ n.d.).
For weeks following Kennedy‘s assassination, people reported feeling unable to
return to their daily activities, unable to eat, frequently forgetting things, and
experiencing shame that such an event could have occurred in the United States (Yin,
2002). Arthur Schlesinger in his book entitled A Thousand Days, notes that after learning
about Kennedy‘s death his daughter asked, ‗‖what has happened to our country? If this is
the kind of country we have, I don‘t want to live here anymore‖ (2002, p. 1026).
Schlesinger further remarked about the feelings the country as a whole experienced when
he remarked, ―It was all gone now – the life-affirming, life-enhancing zest, the brilliance,
the wit, the cool commitment, the steady purpose‖ (p. 1030). As a result, America‘s
youth faced war in Vietnam, a raging civil rights movement in the United States, and the
assassination of their president which would prove to be an unsettling mix of events for
American teens.
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By most accounts, the 1960s are marked as a time of vast changes due in part to
the Civil Rights movement and the assassination of President Kennedy. These major
events made an impact on the nation as a whole and on teenagers in particular. Hine
(1999) remarks that ―If the President could be shot, it seemed, just about anything could
happen‖ (p. 263). Two of the most important events that did happen in the 1960s
following Kennedy‘s assassination that affected teenagers were the counterculture
movement and the Vietnam War.
Counterculture and contraceptives: Let freedom ring! The term
counterculture is a slippery one that has been used to describe trends that defy those
traditionally-accepted values in society. Credited with coining the phrase, Theodore
Roszak first used the term in his 1968 book entitled The Making of a Counter Culture as
he attempted to carefully study youth movements of the sixties (Roszak, 1968). Umberto
Eco redefined counterculture as,
the active critique or transformation of the existing social, scientific or
aesthetic paradigm… It is the only cultural manifestation that a dominant
culture is unable to acknowledge and accept… Counter-culture comes
about when those who transform the culture in which they live become
critically conscious of what they are doing and elaborate a theory of their
deviation from the dominant model, offering a model capable of
sustaining itself. (1994, p. 115)
Oppenheimer (2003) argues that a counterculture movement is threatening to the
dominant culture because it is self-sustaining. Thus in the sixties, part of what caused
such vehement clashes between the counterculture movement and the dominant culture
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was the fear that the counterculture – with its deviation from family and national values –
would become the dominant culture.
While there is some disagreement about what spurred the counterculture
movement, there is some agreement that the invention of contraceptives played a
significant role in changing perceptions about marriage and subsequent generational
conflicts that ensued between parents and adolescents resulting from these changing
perceptions. May (1999) asserts that,
The baby boomers continued to pursue the quest for meaning through
intimacy that had been at the heart of the containment ethos, but they gave
up on containment. Many abandoned the old containers: the traditional
family, home-centered consumerism, marriage-centered sex, and cold war
centered politics. The youth culture, . . . , encouraged them to be risk
takers in ways that their security-oriented parents found unthinkable. . .
The birth control pill undoubtedly made it easier and safer to have a sexual
relationship without being married. (pp. 198-199)
So powerful were the implications of a pill that could destroy family dynamics that it
prompted Pearl S. Buck to assert that ―its potential effect upon our society may be even
more devastating than the nuclear bomb‖ (qtd. In May, 2010, p. 71).
The Pill has an interesting history that is fraught with controversy, but its
invention changed the way adolescence was viewed. The two women responsible for the
idea of the contraceptive had personal experiences with family members or friends who
died in childbirth or makeshift abortions. Margaret Sanger, an obstetrical nurse at the
turn of the century, witnessed her own mother die at age 49 after having 18 children, 11
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of which were miscarriages. Katharine McCormick, one of MIT‘s first female graduates,
worked as a nurse in poor New York neighborhoods. The concerted efforts of these two
women led to the creation of the modern contraceptive (Grant, 1994). Both Sanger and
McCormick were early feminists who unwittingly became part of the sexual revolution of
the 1960s counterculture.
Known as simply ―The Pill,‖ this tiny revolutionary was born of contradictions
and fueled by a generation both for it and against it. It was a paradox much like the
generation into which it was born.
It was the first medicine designed to be taken regularly by people who
were not sick. Its main inventor was a conservative Catholic… . It was
blamed for unleashing the sexual revolution among suddenly swinging
singles, despite the fact that throughout the 1960s, women usually had to
be married to get it. Its supporters hoped it would strengthen marriage by
easing the strain of unwanted children; its critics still charge that the Pill
gave rise to promiscuity, adultery and the breakdown of the family.
(Tomlonovic, 2010, p. 1).
Thus the Pill is associated with a new morality linked to sexual freedom and in some
cases sexual promiscuity, and resulted in generational conflicts as parents attempted to
retain the post-war American ideals that promoted traditional family values.
The decades following World War II witnessed an explosion of sexual
promiscuity as young soldiers had become familiar with cultures that practiced ―more
relaxed sexual standards and encouraging wartime dalliances, arising partly from
loneliness‖ (Jeansonne & Lurhssen, 2006, p. 307). Sexual standards relaxed, babies were
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born to younger and sometimes unmarried, women. But in the 1960s, news reports
indicated that a sexual explosion was occurring among teenagers and bringing with it a
plague of venereal diseases. The Center for Disease Control (―CDC‖) reports that
―Beginning in the early 1960s, the annual number of reported cases of gonorrhea among
teenagers increased dramatically, peaking at approximately 276,000 cases in 1975.
Thereafter, the number of reported cases declined slightly, although the age- and sexspecific rates remained stable‖ (Mascola, L., Cates, W., Reynolds, G. H. & Blount, J. H.,
1983, para. 1).
Five years after the Pill was made available to the public, rates for venereal
disease in girls ages 15-19 surpassed that of their male counterparts. Newspapers across
the country frequently reported sexually transmitted diseases were sweeping the country
and increasing predominantly among adolescents. For instance, the January 18, 1963
Mississippi Delta Democrat Times, under the headline ―What is the greatest danger
America faces?‖ noted a ―72 percent increase in venereal disease since 1960 – a fifth of
the total are teenagers‖ (p. 2). In the same year, Hutchinson, Kansas reported that ―a
gigantic wave of teenage VD has set officials in a frenzy of soul searching… The rate is
three times that of 1957‖ (Coffman, 1963, p. 5A). In 1965, the Clovis News-Journal
reported that ―in the past years, one out of every ten cases reported involved a teen-agers.
Today, one out of five is a teen-ager‖ (―VD Growing Problem‖, p. 8). Some news
articles inferred that the increased cases of venereal diseases was a result of contraceptive
use. For example, a 1967 Ohio newspaper commented that ―the rise in use of birth
control pill has been accompanied by a rise in venereal disease and promiscuity‖
(―Comments on baby-tax,” p. 21). Other news articles focused on hippies – members of
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the counterculture movement – as harbingers of lice and disease. The Tucson Daily
Citizen reported,
an increase of 29.5 percent in the number of reported venereal disease
cases in Massachusetts is due in part to the influx of hippies…Since the
hippies come in fairly large numbers after Labor Day, we have noticed a
fairly large increase in gonorrhea and public lice… hippies are a large
venereal disease problem primarily because of their sleep-ins…A man
comes into one of the 22 state-subsidized clinics. Then he brings all his
girl friends or as many as he remembers. The trouble is a lot of this is
under the influence of alcohol or LSD and they get kind of fuzzy. They
have trouble remembering all their contacts. (―VD increase blamed on
influx,‖ 1968, p. 16)
With the emergence of more sexual freedom ensured by the Pill, many adolescents opted
to forego marriage in lieu of cohabitation. In 1960, ―only 17,000 couples were reported
to be living together without benefit of matrimony… . That number increased 900 percent
by the end of the decade‖ (Baily, 2002, p. 260), causing further generational conflicts
between the older, traditional views about marriage and family held by parents and the
newer, openly sexual views held by adolescents.
The spread of venereal disease was, in essence, also seen as a spread of moral
corruption. Loeb (1960) asserted that ―Venereal disease is, in a real sense, a social
disease, involving not only minimum social contact but maximum moral involvement.
This is especially true of the teenager‖ (p. 191). Loeb (1960) further associated sexual
activity leading to venereal disease with emotional illness. He contends that,
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the chief point is that indiscriminately promiscuous girls are likely to be
emotionally sick girls. Most girls get enough satisfaction for their
femininity drives without recourse to sexual behavior. For the most part
those who have been deprived of the opportunity to learn how to relate to
others or who because of emotional disturbances are incapable of relating
to others, will resort to indiscriminate sexual relations with as many males
as are easily available. (pp. 191-192)
Not to dismiss male participation in the spread of venereal disease, Loeb portrayed urban
teenage boys as scavengers who are left with little more than emotionally ill mates from
which to choose. He continued,
With a greater concentration of teenagers in urban neighbourhoods, more
boys will have access to the emotionally disturbed, sexually indiscriminate
girls. . . To sum up the situation of adolescents in the foreseeable future,
we can expect to see more sexual interests and great sexual activity in the
teenager, but this alone is not likely to lead to an increase in venereal
disease. However, the emotionally disturbed girl and the sexually deviant
adult will have easier access to larger concentrations of teenage boys who
in general lack adequate modes of the expression of their masculinity.
This situation will tend to increase the venereal disease rate. (Loeb, 1960,
p. 192).
Thus teenagers, in the context of a sexual revolution and counterculture movement that
espoused fewer sexual restrictions and less marital commitment, were once again
portrayed as deviants. Much like teens of the 1950s whose behaviors mocked traditional
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family values that included a nuclear family, teens in the 1960s were branded deviant for
behavior that reflected starkly oppositional sexual norms associated with a nuclear
family.
A 1964 Time magazine article argued that teens had been given more privileges
and freedoms during the 1960s, yet were expected to maintain moral conduct. On the
other hand, the article also describes some teens who were pushed to become adults too
quickly by ―ambitious mothers who want them to be well adjusted and popular; hence
champagne parties for teenagers, padded brassieres for twelve-year olds, and going
steady at every younger ages‖ (―Morals: the Second Revolution,‖ 1964, para. 28). Thus
the 1960s, like the decades that preceded them, became a decade of concerns and debates
about widespread increases in premarital sexual activity, promiscuity, and accompanying
diseases. Consequently, the sexual revolution of the 1960s was a continuation of the
concerns about changing family values that had begun early in the 20th century.
Shifts in perception of adolescent sexual activity. In the 1960s, ―sex was
everywhere: movies, music, photo magazines, and celebrity lifestyles‖ (Jeansonne &
Luhrssen, (2006, p. 309). Newspapers and magazines decried the end of decency as they
frequently reported ways youth were changing. The Saturday Evening Post argued
―there is something lacking in a society when so many of its young people choose to drop
out of it‖ (―Our mysterious children,‖ p. 102). A Lowell Sun article asked ―What‘s
behind the growing tragedy of runaway girls? (Surface, 1968, pp. 6-7) as it reported the
ease with which teens could leave home, find hippie communes, and live independently
from parents. Reports declared the increasing rates of drug use and abuse in middle-class
suburbia as well as an increasing number of illegitimate babies being born in America
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(Goldman, 1964). One theme that emerged in most, if not all, of the reports about the
decline of teens was rampant sexual promiscuity. Some argued, however, that the idea of
a sexual revolution was a myth. They suggest that as public discourse about increased
sexual activity among adolescents during the 1960s expanded, it created the appearance
of a sudden increase in sexual activity among teens (Karlen, 1968; Schneiderman, 1995).
Karlen (1968) notes that ―attitudes changed more than behavior, and the rhetoric
of sexual liberation had taken on a life of its own‖ (p. 12). The hippie movement, later
coined the counterculture, appeared to cast off the strict moral codes so closely followed
in the 1950s by adopting a casual, yet decadent, lifestyle. Coontz (2000) asserts that
1950s ―Middle-class Americans elevated family values and private rectitude into the
defining features of Gilded Age morality. . . they largely abstained from social reform,
asserting that private morality and family life represented a higher and purer duty than
did political or social activism‖ (pp. 107-108). On the other hand, Schneiderman (1995)
notes that ―the counterculture promoted a life of fun with sex and drugs. . . Hedonistic to
a fault, the counterculture represented a new American decadence‖ (p. 111). Condoning
a lifestyle of public displays of sexuality, many of the sixties generation came in direct
conflict with the family values of past generations. Yet because of the continuous
examination of and discussions about the youth culture, there was a destigmatizing effect.
Schneiderman (1995) notes,
Open communication of fantasy and feeling, personal embarrassment and
pain, became so prevalent that people came to require it of friends. Of
course, many people found it all highly offensive. The yahoos who had
fought rock ‗n‘ roll in the fifties as a communist plot to weaken the moral
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fiber of the nation‘s youth were beside themselves at the counterculture.
They formed Richard Nixon‘s ―silent majority‖ and later Jerry Falwell‘s
Moral Majority. Pious preachers of religious fundamentalism rose up to
denounce evil. These masters of blame dispensed guilt through their own
national television networks. (p. 113).
Thus, one of the byproducts of the sixties counterculture was that it destigmatized open
discussions about sexuality, leading to clearer demarcations in religious and political
ideologies. Concurrently, women organized to seize their newly acquired freedoms in
what they termed the women‘s liberation movement.
Literature, film, television, and music also played a role in destigmatizing open
discussions about sexual activity by providing a forum for women to promote their
liberation from post-war paternal expectations. During the 1960s decade, there was a
flurry of creative literature that focused on the sexual revolution. Betty‘s Friedan‘s 1963
book entitled The Feminine Mystique chronicled her disappointment with traditional roles
of women as wives and mothers. In 1972 Gloria Steinem founded the feminist Ms.
magazine. The entertainment industry introduced television series, like Peyton Place,
whose plot was taken from the 1956 novel by the same name. The novel and television
series depicted a small, New Hampshire town as a modern Sodom and Gomorrah. The
music industry was flourishing with rock ‗n‘ roll stars like Janice Joplin, Jimmy Hindrix,
and The Doors whose music glorified sex and drugs. By the late 1960s, the historical
music festival, Woodstock, combined ―music, sex, and dance‖ with the ―intertwining
beat, rhythm, lyrics, and movement‖ (Jeansonne & Luhrssen, 2006, p. 310) to become an
icon of the sex and drug revolution of the 1960s.
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Along with the sexual revolution came a resurgence of interest about the
proliferation of pornography. By the end of the 1960s, ―erotic books and magazines were
available in abundance. In addition to revising cultural norms, the judicial retreat from
censorship gave publishers, purveyors, and purchasers of graphic sexual material the
confidence to exercise their full freedoms under the First Amendment‖ (Allyn, 2000, p.
184). In 1967, during the Johnson administration, Congress created the Presidential
Commission on Obscenity and Pornography to study the extent of pornography available
to adolescents in particular. Interestingly, the Commission returned with a startling
statement.
The Commission believes that much of the problem regarding materials
which depict explicit sexual activity stems from the inability or reluctance
of people in our society to be open and direct in dealing with sexual
matters. This most often manifests itself in the inhibition of talking
openly and directly about sex… Failure to talk openly and directly about
sex has several consequences. It overemphasizes sex, gives it a magical,
non-natural quality, making it more attractive and fascinating. (quoted in
Allyn, 2000, p. 184)
The Commission determined in the middle of the sexual revolution, that there was a
failure to speak openly about sex and that the failure to talk openly about sex created the
unrealistic expectations about sex that was, in turn, demonstrated in pornography. At this
point it should be noted that the term sexual revolution did not emerge in the 1960s but,
rather, was coined in 1927 by Spencer Brodney in his review of Calverton‘s Sex
Expression in Literature. In that review Brodney described a ―change ..taking place that
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is so vast as to amount of a veritable revolution … what we may call a sexual revolution‖
(cited in Martin, 1996, p. 82). Consequently, the sexual revolution of the 1960s was a
continuation of the concerns about changing family values that had begun early in the
20th century. Petigny (2004) argues that in the 1960s, ―Americans were simply more
willing to acknowledge the extra-curricular activities of their young than they had been
during the previous decade‖ (p. 71). Even though open – and at times flagrant –
discussions about sexual activities especially among youth generated concerns for
parents, there existed another concern creating highly-charged debates, namely, the
Vietnam War.
The Vietnam War: What’s love got to do with it? The Vietnam War affected
American families in many ways not the least of which was that it brought them face-toface once again with the mortality of their children. Perhaps what made the Vietnam War
so meaningful for young people during that time was the ―possibility that you or your
friends might actually have to go, fight, and perhaps die there‖ (Hine, 1999, p. 264). At
that time, military service could be delayed by staying in school – high school or college.
Thus, those who could – typically middle class teens – went to college; those who could
not afford college were usually drafted at age 18. Some who liked neither of those
options moved out of the country and became known as draft-dodgers. However, it was
often the middle-class college students who launched anti-war protests on college
campuses and teens from affluent families who often sought exemptions.
In 1969 the Vietnam Lottery, administered by the Selective Service at the
National Headquarters in Washington, D.C., promoted the draft lottery as an equitable
way to induct soldiers. For men born between January 1, 1944, and December 31, 1950,
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the lottery provided an alpha-numeric system for choosing inductees. According to the
Selective Service, ―There were 366 blue plastic capsules containing birth dates placed in
a large glass container and drawn by hand to assign order-of-call numbers to all men
within the 18-26 age range specified in the Selective Service law‖ (―The Vietnam
Lotteries,‖ para. 2). The lower the number chosen, the earlier the men were required to
report for induction. However, if one could provide medical proof that he was unfit for
military duty or was currently in college, his induction could be deferred.
Unlike previous wars, the carnage of Vietnam as well as the anti-war protests on
American campuses was televised regularly, bringing a decade of violence into American
homes. On college campuses across the United States, students protested for and against
the Vietnam War. Gitlin (1993) notes that,
Strikes broke out at about 30 percent of the nation‘s twenty-five hundred
campuses, demonstrations at more than half. There were demonstrations
at schools large and small, public and private, secular and religious, fouryear and two-year, although disproportionately at the larger and more elite
universities. Probably between 50 and 60 percent of the students in the
United States took part; at least a million students probably demonstrated
for the first times in their lives. (p. 410)
In Oakland, California, 10,000 anti-war demonstrators attempted to interrupt the delivery
of new soldiers to the induction center. On the other hand, students in favor of the
Vietnam War urged fellow students to drive during the day with their headlights on
during the anti-war demonstration (―Protest: national pastime?,‖ 1967, p. 1). A Maryland
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newspaper reported plans for a large-scale protest on the Pentagon in October, 1967. It
noted,
Battle-seasoned paratroopers and military police bivouacked in a growing
throng near the Pentagon in Washington Friday preparing with barricades
and barbed wire for any violence during Saturday‘s scheduled mass
Vietnam War protest. (―Protest: national pastime?,‖ 1967, p. 1)
Thus youth protest became a popular way to make their voices and opinions about the
Vietnam War heard; yet, protests that often erupted into violence also became the subject
for public debates by and about American youth who were often split in their opinions
about the war. After a particularly violent campus anti-war demonstration at the
University of Wisconsin in 1967, The Capitol Times featured letters written by students
about their reactions to the demonstration. One student wrote,
They say they protest the war; well I protest it, too. There are
abominations being committed by both sides. It is a repulsive war…The
demonstration on Wednesday was not peaceful, not even in the beginning
(―Our readers write about,‖ p. 14).
Another student wrote addressing the issue of violence during what was promoted to be a
peaceful demonstration. The goal of protestors was to block communication between
Dow Chemical Company and University administration because Dow Chemical
Company was furnishing chemicals that became part of napalm bombs in Vietnam. The
student explains,
Nobody wanted violence, and yet violence occurred. Why?...Regardless
of intentions, more than 60 people were clubbed, beaten, kicked, gassed,
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struck with objects and otherwise injured, including policemen, young
men, and young women. Why?...The students were appalled by the
behavior of the Dow Chemical Company, and of their University
administration which gave Dow facilities to carry on its work. The
students set out deliberately to block these interviews, in an obstructive
but peaceful fashion. There is a great difference between civil
disobedience and insurrection. There was no student riot. Indeed, this
was the biggest police riot in Madison‘s history. (Protest: national
pastime?,” 1967, p. 14).
Thus, in the United States during the sixties there was great upheaval. Young people,
especially on college campuses, were asserting their voices for and against the Vietnam
War, putting them in conflict with adults, legal authorities, and each other.
According to the Vietnam Veteran‘s Memorial website, there were 58,178
confirmed casualties of the Vietnam War. It has been deemed the longest sustained war
in United States history, beginning in 1954 when America sent advisors to South
Vietnam and continuing until Saigon fell to North Vietnam in 1975 (Tonnesson, 2010).
The Vietnam War was also the only war up to that time to be televised for public
viewing. Images broadcast to American homes were harrowing. For instance, in 1965
Morely Safer, a CBS news anchor, showed a news clip of ―marines burning the village of
Cam Ne, setting fire to some of its thatched roofs with Zippo lighters‖ (Hallin, 1989, p.
132). Televised images of the war changed public opinion about it. In fact, ―television
was seen by some to have been responsible for the collapse of morale in Vietnam‖ among
the soldiers (Stewart & Carruthers, 1996, p. 154). Thus, the constant images shown on
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television about war atrocities in Vietnam often caused young people in particular to
question their beliefs.
The Vietnam War era experienced a resurgence of religious interest, although not
the traditional Christian religion worshipped by so many Americans decades before. As
the American presence in Vietnam increased, opposition to the war expanded at home.
Cristi (2001) argues that the Vietnam War ―shattered the tenets of faith of the American
people, creating civil disharmony and promoting cultural confusion rather than social
cohesion‖ (p. 72). Wuthnow (1978) argues that during this time of social disunity,
interest in organized religion waned. The counterculture movement developed in
opposition to the Vietnam War and focused on finding alternatives to all things
traditional, including religion. Harvey and Goff (2006) assert that as members of the
counterculture aged, their tastes in religion changed and they became interested in
expensive religious retreats aimed at helping them reconcile their needs for spirituality
alongside their desires for materiality. Shea (1973) contends that the youth movement
that became known as the counterculture of the sixties and early seventies was itself a
type of religion, but one that ―seeks the destruction of established culture … it is
revolutionary in the sense that it seeks massive change‖ (p. 100). Time magazine called
the counterculture religious movement ―doctrines of the dropouts,‖ claiming their faith to
be ―a weird blend of superstition and spirituality that spans continents and centuries‖
(―Religion: doctrine of dropouts,‖ 1968). Regardless of how religious interests of the
counterculture movement was viewed, it effectively introduced America to previously
unfamiliar religious concepts.
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By the end of the Vietnam War, a counterculture group called hippies drew ire
from the public in part because they donned an androgynous style that made it difficult to
distinguish between males and females (Miles, 2004a) and publicly embraced the drug
culture. Hippies started ―love-ins, stage-ins, and be-ins at which participants (did their
own thing) in protest of the Vietnam War (Steinmetz, 2010, p. 129). In 1965 Harvard
professor, Dr. Timothy Leary, made famous the phrase turn on, tune in, and drop out that
epitomized the counterculture that developed in protest of the war and made iconic the
slogan make love not war. Thus the Vietnam War was instrumental in merging the
sexual revolution with the newly emboldened drug culture. Noting the irrevocable nature
of the social changes that emerged from the Vietnam War, Birenbaum (1970) asserts that
―Society will never be the same again, for we have gone far beyond that point in
revolutions‖ (p. 257) – the point at which ―people suddenly realize that they have
irrevocably broken with the world they have known and accepted all their lives‖ (Moore,
1966, p. 100). Consequently, the youth movement of the 1960s metaphorically broke ties
with the traditional, post-war American values.
The 1960s is considered a decade of great tumult. Emerging from the 1950s in
which family values, patriotism, and God played influential roles in social behaviors,
youth in the 1960s appeared to divest themselves from all of these factors. The Vietnam
War motivated many young people to protest in sometimes violent demonstrations on
campuses throughout the country, and brought them in conflict with the law and each
other. Television gave Americans their first glimpses of the war, and what young people
saw both demoralized and motivated them to find new types of spirituality. The
counterculture movement created a perception of overt sexual activity and drug use that
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defied traditional family values. It questioned political authority as its members
demonstrated against the war and for removal of traditional moral restrictions. It defied
the Christian principles so avidly promoted during the 1950s by adopting eastern
religions or no religion at all. As the children of the 1960s grew up, and the Vietnam
War ended in the 1970s, sexual promiscuity and drug use were perceived very
differently. As Schneiderman (1995) notes,
The pursuit of innocent pleasures during the sixties soon began to show an
uglier side. It was not too long before sex began to be associated with
child abuse, venereal infections, sexual harassment, and the display of
violent pornography. As the sexual revolution revealed a more grotesque
visage, reasonable people called for the increasing criminalization of
abusive sexual behavior. More laws, more lawyers, more courts, more
prisons, were touted as the solutions to our problems. (pp. 115-116).
Concerns about child abuse, venereal infections including HIV/AIDS, sexual harassment,
and the display of violent pornography took center stage in the 1970s and 1980s when
teens of the 1960s were launching their own families.
Heightened Anxieties about Child Abduction, Molestation and Murder as Catalysts
of the Cyberporn Panic
Many who were teenagers during the years following the Vietnam War who
became parents in the 1990s would have been very aware of the concerns about
increasing violence during that time. Zemke, Raines, and Filipczak (2000) propose that
―in the 1970s, children lost their popularity. . . the 1970s were actually the most antichild
decade the country had known‖ (p. 132). On the other hand, 1970s teens who became
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parents in the 1990s often adopted a style of parenting that has been labeled helicopter
parenting (Cline & Faye, 1990) to describe parents who are very involved – or overly
involved—in their children‘s lives. Part of the movement toward increasing involvement
by parent in their children‘s lives in the 1990s emerged from events that took place in the
1960s through the 1980s, and what appears to have shaped parenting behavior is reports
of violence.
Archer and Gartner (1984) assert that ―in 1973, the homicide rate was 107%
higher than the mean prewar rate‖ (p. 84). Ismaili (2011) suggests that much of the
concern about violence at that time represented remnants of racial conflicts stemming
from the Civil Rights Movement. He notes that,
Many scholars trace the [incarceration] boom to alarmist statements by
public officials and corresponding coverage by the news media. In their
view, public officials began in the 1960s and 1970s to make crime a
problem by emphasizing the danger of violent crime and by talking about
crime in racially coded language suggesting that African-Americans were
becoming more violent and represented a growing threat to whites.
(parenthetical added; p. 142)
Based on polls that asked people how safe they felt in their homes and neighborhoods,
responses indicated that ―fear of crime did rise from about 32% in 1968 to 45% in 1975
(Fear was measured by the standard polling question, ―Is there any area right around here
-- that is, within a mile – where you would be afraid to walk alone at night?)‖ (Ismaili,
2011, p. 141; parenthetical in quote). As a result, ―crime concerns became a national
theme during the second Nixon presidential campaign (1972)‖ (Clear, 2007, p. 50;
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parenthetical in quote). Clear (2007) finds that crime became a symbol representing
concerns less verbalized such as ―civil rights unrest, antiwar disturbances, and bubbling
reaction to the underlying principles of the welfare state and Lyndon Johnson‘s Great
Society‖ (pp. 50-51) which contributed to a general feeling that American society was
breaking down and that disorder was rampant. Jenkins (1992) quoted The New York
Times stating that ―1966 marked the onset of the age of mass murder‖ (1992, p. 1).
Ironically, for all the concerns about African-Americans as perpetrators of violent crimes,
it was white males who constituted the most publicized serial killings. One of the most
publicized serial killers during the 1970s and 1980s was Ted Bundy.
In 1978, Ted Bundy was the media face of a serial killer. Young, attractive,
intelligent and white, Bundy presented a chilling reminder to Americans that violent
crime was not the domain of African-American communities, but that white communities
were equally vulnerable to violent crime. Linked to at least 23 murders occurring
between 1964 and 1978, Bundy chose adolescent girls and young women as victims,
many of whom were on their way to or from school during the abduction. Part of the
terror attributed to Bundy was that he did not fit the stereotype of a deranged killer. A
1983 Galveston Daily News reported,
Had Ted Bundy fit the public‘s stereotype of the mass murderer, the
identifiable lunatic, these tragedies might not have provoked the terror that
they did. . . . But as one of Bundy‘s friends later explained me to, ‗Ted
was one of us.‘ He shattered the comfortable preconceptions about who is
capable of such monstrosities, presenting a mass killer both gross to
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contemplate and wholesome to behold; a likeable, lovable homicidal
mutant. (―Authors explore,‖ p. 6B)
For years after Bundy‘s murder spree, parents were concerned about their children‘s
safety and particularly the safety of teenage girls. One columnist reported,
my daughters. . . are forever coming home from school with tales of the
man they met on the corner or the one they shared a bench with in the
park. . . I told my daughter, ‗but you mustn’t be so friendly.‘ Duty-bound I
was, to rob her innocence and trust at an early age. I suspect the women
who talked to Ted Bundy – none of whom got to talk long – had had
mothers just like me: women who shaped and polished their kittens for the
world with rough tongues. I also suspect that my daughters, those cheerful
souls, would have spoken to Ted Bundy had he spoken to them.
(Cantwell, 1989, p. 2C).
Not only did the murders stimulate increased public concern for adolescent safety, but
parents were further terrorized by Bundy‘s assertion that there were ―others like me‖
(―Bundy: ‗Others Like Me‘,‖ 1989, p. 20). One of Bundy‘s excuses for being a serial
killer was his fascination with violent pornography, and he bristled parents when he
stated, ―Well-meaning decent people will condemn the behavior of Ted Bundy while they
are walking past a magazine rack full of the very thing that sends kids down the road to
be a Ted Bundy‖ (McManus, 1989, p. 13). Bundy likewise indicted violence in the
media for creating future Ted Bundys. He noted,
there is loose in the towns and their communities people like me today
whose dangerous impulses are being fueled day in and day out by violence
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in the media in various forms, particularly sexual violence. . . when I see
what‘s on TV, some of the movies and some of the violence in the movies
that comes into homes, the stuff that they wouldn‘t show in X-rated adult
theaters 30 years ago. (McManus, 1989, p. 13)
On the eve of Bundy‘s execution in 1989, Dr. James C. Dobson, psychologist and
president of the evangelical organization Focus on the Family, interviewed the 42-year
old Bundy who asserted that pornography was the pivotal link to his desire to kill. He
stated, ―It snatched me out of my home 20, 30 years ago, and as dedicated as my parents
were – and they were diligent in protecting their children – and as good a Christian home
as we had. . . there is no protection against the kind of influences that are loose in society
that tolerates (pornography) (―Bundy Confession Stimulates Debate,‖ 1989, p. 22;
parenthetical in original). Not only did Bundy indict violent pornography, but he listed
slasher films as particularly pernicious entertainment that ―gets into the home to children
who are unattended or unaware they may be a Ted Bundy who has the vulnerability, that
redisposition to be influenced by that behavior‖ (―The effects of slasher porn,‖ 1989, p.
13).
Saltzman (1995) proposes that Bundy‘s statement downplayed parents‘ roles in
malignant deviant behaviors and put the onus on being ―tempted by bad company and the
fruits of a degenerate society‖ (p. 104). On the other hand, Sapolsky, Molitor, and Luque
(2003) assert that ―horror films of the 1960s and 1970s were often gory thrillers featuring
grisly slaughter and dismemberment. In an effort to attract larger audiences of young
filmgoers, movies featured ever more vivid images of blood-letting and gruesome death‖
(p. 2). Their contention is that continued exposure to violence as portrayed in
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entertainment such as slasher films that combine violence with sexual images may reduce
viewer empathy for victims.
The era of the Ted Bundy serial killings ending in 1978 left many parents
concerned for the safety of their teenage children in particular. Jenkins (1992) notes that
Between 1940 and 1964, a serial murder case was recorded every 10
months on average and an "extreme" case every 43 months. A serial case
could be expected to be reported in the media every 39 days between 1971
and 1990 and an extreme case every 77 days. Serial murder cases overall
were 8 times as likely in the later period, and extreme cases were reported
more than 16 times as frequently. The rate of increase far exceeded the
general upsurge in violent crime that occurred about that time. Changes in
recording or reporting practices alone fail to explain the increase in serial
homicide. (p. 1)
By 1989 when Bundy was executed, some speculated that he had killed over 100 teens
and young women (―Bundy victims,‖ 1989, p. 5). Although he admitted to murdering 23,
he was executed for the 1978 murders of a 12-year old Florida girl and two University of
Florida students. Jenkins (1992) proposes that during the 1960s and 1970s, teens were
particularly vulnerable to violent perpetrators because there ―might have been greater
independence of the younger generation and changes in their sexual behavior and
attitudes‖ (pp. 14-15) thereby leading to greater ―opportunities for a potential offender to
find himself or herself in intimate circumstances with a victim‖ (Jenkins, 1992, p. 15).
Additionally, Jenkins suggests that in the aftermath of the 1960s there was a change in
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mores resulting in alternative belief systems and lifestyles that made ―many people less
prepared to reject or suspect individuals who might appear strange or deviant‖ (p. 15).
The 1960s and 1970s were likewise decades that faced economic downturns. The
National Research Council Panel on High-Risk Youth published their 1993 findings
indicating that economic and family decline contributed to violence by and against youth
in the 1970s. They noted,
Most two-parent families have maintained their relative standard of living
only by having two wage earners: in 1970 just under 39 percent of
children had mothers in the workforce; by 1990 the proportion was 61
percent. . . The increase in single-parent households and the reduced time
that most parents are able to spend with their children materially reduces
the effectiveness of families in providing the guidance and support that
young people need. . . The combination of financial insecurity for an
increasing proportion of families, increased work effort by parents seeking
to maintain their living standard, and the demographic changes that have
so dramatically increased the number of children and adolescents living in
single-parent households result in increasing numbers of adolescents who
do not receive the family nurturance necessary for positive development.
(pp. 3-4)
By the end of the 1970s, there was vast public concern about violent crimes by and
against adolescents that would extend into the 1980s and include fear of violence against
younger children. The teens of the 1960s and 1970s entering parenthood in the 1980s
and 1990s grew up in a culture of awareness about violent perpetrators, and fears of
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abduction, molestation and murder piqued in 1981 when six-year old Adam Walsh
disappeared.
Perhaps one of the most well-known cases of child abduction and murder since
the 1932 Lindberg baby case, the Adam Walsh abduction case, in addition to the
execution of Ted Bundy in 1989, were catalysts leading to the Internet scare of the 1990s.
According to the National Center for Missing and Exploited Children, Walsh was a sixyear old boy who went missing on July 27, 1981, when he and his mother were in a
department store. According to the report, Adam‘s mother allowed him to play with
some children while she entered another department of the store approximately 75 feet
away. After 10 minutes, Walsh‘s mother returned to find him missing. After searching
for two hours, the mother notified police, and by the end of the week a large-scale
investigation ensued. Unfortunately, the child was found dead 16 days after his
disappearance (National Center for Missing & Exploited Children).
Nearly 30 years passed before police identified who they believe was Walsh‘s
killer (Phillips, 2008). In the meantime, Walsh‘s father became a vociferous advocate for
children‘s rights, and his efforts led to the ―passage of the federal Missing Children‘s
Assistance Act of 1984, which established the National Center for Missing and Exploited
Children‖ (Phillips, 2008, para. 12). Adam Walsh had become the poster child for what
could happen to anyone‘s child. USA Today reported that "He became everybody's child.
Millions of moms and dads sat at home and heard that story of a child who wandered one
aisle away from his mom in a department store in a mall. And they thought, 'There but for
the grace of God go I or my child'" (Leinwand & Bazar, 2008). Thus, the Adam Walsh
case heightened concerns about protecting children from predators.
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Another highly-publicized child abduction case occurred in 1989. An 11-year old
boy, Jacob Wetterling, was abducted from a group of three boys by masked gunmen
(―How we began,‖ para. 1). Such an overt act committed in the presence of witnesses
seemed unthinkable. Like the Walsh family, the Wetterlings became public advocates for
more stringent child protection laws. The Wetterlings established the Jacob Wetterling
Foundation (the ―Foundation‖) ―to educate the public about WHO takes children, HOW
they do it and WHAT each of us can do to stop it‖ (―How we began,‖ n.d.). After
concerted efforts by the Foundation and parents who had joined the Foundation to lobby
Congress for laws aimed at finding missing children, the Jacob Wetterling Crimes
Against Children and Sexually Violent Offender Act was passed in 1994.
In that same year, yet another highly publicized child abduction occurred. Sevenyear old Megan Kanka was lured into her neighbor‘s house on the promise of seeing
puppies. After an exhaustive search for the missing child, police discovered that she was
killed and sexually assaulted by her neighbor, Jesse Timmendequas. The Kanka‘s soon
learned that Timmendequas had prior convictions for sexual assaults on children (―Jurors
order death,‖ 1997), and that law enforcement knew of his prior convictions before he
moved into the family‘s neighborhood. In response to the Wetterling and Kanka cases,
the Jacob Wetterling Act was amended and became known as Megan‘s Law and was
signed into law by President Clinton in 1996 (Klaas, n.d.). Megan‘s Law gives law
enforcement the right to publish the names and addresses of individuals who have been
convicted of assaults on children to inform the public about the presence of child
molesters in their neighborhoods (Klass, n.d.). As a result of these cases and many other
less publicized ones, parents began ―demanding politicians develop legislation that would
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ensure the well-being of their children (Zgoba, 2004, p. 386). Thus, by the mid-1990s
there was widespread anxiety about children‘s safety, and ―for parents of the ‗90s
protecting their children has become a national obsession‖ (―For ‗90s parents, protecting
children,‖ 1996, p. 14). While parents of young children in the 1980s and 1990s focused
on protecting them against abductors, parents of teens focused on protecting them from
what was perceived as an omni-presence of child pornographers and predators lurking on
the Internet.
Valentine and Holloway (2001) argue that parental concerns about Internet
dangers relating to teens are more about protecting ―innocence by attempting to stop
them from gaining access to information about sexual practices and alternative models of
sexuality… they are fears about knowledge rather than violence‖ (p. 72). Thus, the
Internet created a reservoir of concerns about teens in which adults were torn between
viewing adolescents as vulnerable to online strangers and adolescents as stealthy
participants in online dangers. Thorne (2009) notes that ―Information-bearing media
threaten the ideal of childhood as a schooled, domesticated, and set-apart condition,
nested in social relations with family, neighbors, friends, and classmates‖ (p. 23) and that
the Internet threatens to ―contaminate childhood innocence‖ (p. 23). Wolak, Finkelhor &
Mitchell (2008) note that teens can often be in more danger on the Internet because they
―engage in more complex and interactive Internet use‖ that ―puts them at greater risk than
younger, less experienced youths‖ (p. 115). Thus while parents in the 1990s were
concerned about abduction with younger children, their concerns about teens stemmed
from uncertainty about how to protect them from an online stranger the parents knew
nothing about.
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The cyberporn panic of the 1990s did not emerge suddenly or without reason.
Anxieties about perceived increases in sex among teens as well as concerns about a
youth movement away from traditional family values flourished in the 1960s when the
counterculture made public the discussions about adolescent sexual promiscuity. Though
some infer that the Pill led to the sexual revolution, general consensus is that the sexual
revolution was more about open discussion of behavior that had already been occurring
than the cause of the sexual revolution. Yet, there is agreement that the Pill removed the
fear of openly engaging in promiscuity, especially among youth. The Vietnam War also
had a profound effect on youth in the 1960s and 1970s. While television made public the
carnage of war in Vietnam, many college students at home launched anti-war protests
while some joined the counterculture movement espousing sexual promiscuity and drug
use. As the teens of the 1960s and 1970s aged, they ushered in a decade of social
concerns associated with, among other things, child abuse and the display of violent
pornography. By the 1990s, there was a deep concern about children‘s safety caused, in
part, by the much publicized serial killings of Ted Bundy in the 1970s and child
abduction cases in the 1980s, and by an Internet technology that allowed teens to forge
cyber relationships outside the purview of their parents. The 1990s emerged as the
epicenter for anxieties about youth safety.
Congress Gets Played
The 1990s and early 2000s was an active time for legislation aimed at protecting
children from online indecency and dangers. One of the most prominent battles for
legislation to protect children from Internet dangers was the Telecommunications Act of
1996. As part of the broad sweeping Act that affected nearly all aspects of
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telecommunications was the Communications Decency Act (CDA), proposed by Senator
Exon, which represented an extension of the telecommunications arena. The amendment
replaced outdated references like telephone with the word telecommunications in part so
that the amendment could cover new technology like the Internet. The amendment
included penalties of up to two years in jail along with up to $100,000 in fines for anyone
knowingly distributing obscene materials to minors. Exon‘s legislation passed the Senate
on June 15, 1995 (Paglin, Hobson, & Rosenbloom, 1999). In 1996, the Supreme Court
overturned the legislation citing in part that the definition of indecency was too broad and
unconstitutionally vague (Thornburgh & Lin, 2002). Even though the CDA was
overturned by the Supreme Court, a good deal of drama surrounded it.
An August 1995 newspaper article epitomized what many parents felt about
Internet dangers in the 1990s. It stated,
A parent‘s nightmare: Pornography thrust into the hands of young
children… supervising children outside the home is no longer enough.
Computers, the Information Superhighway, and the Internet can bring
obscenity, pedophiles, and hate literature right into the home…Pedophiles
troll the Internet for kids and child pornography. They can sit at home and
send messages and pictures to 200 kids at a time. All they need is a hit
with one. (―Monitoring Your Kids Online,‖ 1995, p. 41)
In June of the same year, an engineering student at Carnegie Mellon University published
a paper in the Georgetown Law Journal entitled ―Marketing Pornography on the
Information Superhighway: A Survey of 917,410 Images, Descriptions, Short Stories,
and Animations Downloaded 8.5 Million Times by Consumers in Over 2000 Cities in
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Forty Countries, Provinces, and Territories‖ (p. 1). Rimm‘s research article claimed he
discovered ―450,620 pornographic images, animations, and text files that had been
downloaded by consumers 6.4 million times‖ (1995, p. 1853). Further, Rimm reported
that the Carnegie Mellon research team ―was able to identify consumers of pedophilic
and paraphilic pornography via computer in more than 2000 cities in all fifty states in the
United States‖ (p. 1854). After providing several examples of the types of pornographic
materials found on the Internet, Rimm concluded by stating, ―A tremendous gap exists
between the availability of, and consumer demand for, most classifications of imagery.
Computer pornographers have yet to capitalize on the new wealth of information they
now maintain about each consumer‖ (p. 1914). Shortly after the report was published in
the Georgetown Law Journal, Senator Grassley went before Congress presenting
information from Rimm‘s report to bolster his own efforts to pass legislation aimed at
amending the Telecommunications Act of 1934 to enlist more rigid safeguards for
children using the Internet. Senator Grassley stated, ―Georgetown University Law
School has released a remarkable study conducted by researchers at Carnegie Mellon
University. This study raises important questions about the availability and the nature of
cyberporn‖ (Sen. Charles Grassley, 1995, p. S9017). An interesting facet of Exon‘s
statement is that he imbued Rimm‘s report with credibility because it had been published
in the Georgetown Law Journal. It should be noted that the Georgetown Law Journal is
not a peer-reviewed journal, but rather,
employs approximately 100 law students -- about 50 in their graduating
year who serve in editorial positions and 50 in intermediate years who
serve as staff. The staff collects and checks sources, performing technical
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edits and checking for typographical errors. The upperclass students are
tasked with administering the Journal‘s daily operations‖ (―About
Georgetown Law Review‖).
Therefore, while Georgetown law students reviewed the article for typographical errors
and correct citation format, no scholarly peer review had been made of Rimm‘s report to
corroborate his findings or research methods.
Grassley‘s statement to Congress lent Rimm‘s report credibility by identifying it
as a Carnegie Mellon University study. He stated,
I want to refer to the Carnegie Mellon study, and I want to emphasize that
this is Carnegie Mellon University. This is not a study done by some
religious organization analyzing pornography that might be on computer
networks… I urge my colleagues to give this study by Carnegie Mellon
University serious consideration. (Sen. Charles Grassley, 1995, p. S9017)
In an internal memo dated August 1, 1995, Carnegie Mellon staff responded to the
Provost‘s request for an internal investigation into Rimm‘s report. Because of a series of
complaints launched against Carnegie Mellon University claiming that Rimm‘s report
was at least unethical and perhaps fallacious immediately after Rimm‘s report was
published in the Georgetown Law Journal, Carnegie Mellon University distanced itself
from the report, and that report then became known as the Rimm Report rather than the
Carnegie Mellon University study (Thomas, 1996). A Carnegie Mellon University
Internal Memo reported that,
The picture that emerges is of a single student project that got seriously
out of hand. It is not clear now, and may never be clear, to what extent
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Martin Rimm evaded, ignored, and circumvented his advisors and to what
extent they actively participated in various aspects of the work. We
recommend that a number of the allegations be investigated. A few may
lead to charges of research misconduct. Others will be relatively less
serious violations of university policies. We are not able to clearly
separate these in all cases, so we recommend investigation of 13 of the 22
allegations. (―Carnegie Mellon: V. Summary of Recommendations‖)
Immediately after publication of Rimm‘s findings in the Georgetown Law Journal,
complaints about his report surfaced.
Two of the most vocal opponents of Rimm‘s report were Donna Hoffman and
Thomas Novak, Vanderbilt University professors, who questioned several aspects of the
research, not the least of which were its overall methods and conclusions. They noted
that Rimm‘s selection of a relatively small number of newsgroups was not representative
of the larger population of Usenets or the Internet. Additionally, they took issue with the
fact that Rimm did not provide a clear definition of ―pornography‖ with which to classify
the images he claimed were pornographic (Hoffman & Novak, 1995). Godwin (2003)
relates that Rimm found an ally in his adviser, Professor Sirbu. Professor Sirbu taught
Engineering and Public Policy, Industrial Administration, and Electrical and Computer
Engineering. Professor Sirbu was also married to the assistant Provost of Carnegie
Mellon University who controlled a small undergraduate grant project. Godwin proposes
that Rimm manipulated Sirbu to support his cyberporn research with the anticipation of
procuring future grants for the department.
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Before much criticism could be published about Rimm‘s report, however, Time
magazine featured his research results in their July 3, 1995 issue. The front cover
portrayed a young child mesmerized by a glowing image superimposed with the feature
article entitled ―Cyberporn: A new study shows how pervasive and wild it really is. Can
we protect our kids – and free speech?‖ Senator Grassley drew attention to the Time
magazine article when he stood before Congress on July 12, 1995, using it as an indicator
of public interest in cyberporn, stating, ―the American people are being convinced and
are now being told by national publications, including Time magazine, who last week had
an in depth story with a front-page cover showing a child‖ (Sen. Charles Grassley, p.
S9775). To parents who were anxious about their children‘s safety, especially in light of
a decade-long campaign to protect children from predators, the Time magazine article
compounded existing worries and caused some to question how they could protect their
children from a virtual predator.
By July 24, 1995, the Senate convened a hearing to discuss the effects of
cyberporn on children. In his introduction, Chairman Senator Grassley, captured parental
worries about how to protect their children. He asserted,
The controversy this Committee faces today is about how much protection
we are willing to extend to children. Sadly, this has become a dangerous
country in which to raise a family… Suddenly, now not even the home is
safe. Now the dark forces which were once stopped by the front door
have found their way into the home through personal computers.
(―Cyberporn and Children‖, 1995, p. 1)
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Senator Grassley framed the issue before Congress as one that was dangerous and
intrusive and one that required new legislation aimed at providing more stringent
protection to children using the Internet. Even though the CDA did not succeed, it did
lead the way for other legislation focusing on Internet safety.
After the Supreme Court‘s decision to overturn the CDA, President Clinton
signed the Child Online Protection Act (COPA) on October 21, 1998. COPA attempted
to require commercial websites to secure credit card information as proof of age before
one could access online pornographic materials. Punishment for anyone who knowingly
allowed children under 17 to access the materials included $50,000 and up to six months
in jail (Thornburgh & Lin, 2002). The day after COPA was signed into law, the ACLU
among others, filed a suit challenging the constitutionality of the law. By February,
1999, the Court filed an injunction against enforcement of the law on the grounds that it
breached First Amendment rights (Bamberger, 2000).
In 2000, the Children‘s Internet Protection Act (CIPA) was signed into law. The
intent of the law was to ensure schools and public libraries had an Internet filtering
system in place to protect children from stumbling across inappropriate websites. While
not mandatory, school funding was attached to this law. CIPA contains three basic
provisions: a filter that screens for inappropriate material; an Internet use policy to
restrict access to inappropriate sites; and a public hearing to adopt Internet safety policies
(Wells, 2010). The American Library Association challenged CIPA noting that it
restricted information from web users, but the Supreme Court ruled against them noting
that the filters could be turned off at the library‘s discretion (Wells, 2010).
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Youth Advocacy in the Internet Age
While opinion makers in the 1990s used newspapers and magazines to explore
and promote issues of child safety, they also had the Internet – the very tool they
attempted to control – to disseminate their messages. While parent groups and religious
organizations did make their voices heard, the most vociferous groups were those that
banded together to create powerful political alliances.
Cyberangels: Experts in child Internet safety. In the 1970s, a private group of
New York citizen organized for the purpose of reducing street violence in their
neighborhoods calling themselves the Guardian Angels. In 1995, the Guardian Angels
changed their name to Cyberangels with a mission to education and protect young people
from potential Internet dangers (―About Cyberangels,‖ para. 1). Its website notes, ―today
our children face even greater threats in the online world - insidious because they elude
detection, making them difficult to avoid. In response to citizens' calls for assistance in
dealing with online threats‖ (Ábout Cyberangels,‖ para. 1). Cyberangels has become an
online resource for parents interested in protecting their children from Internet dangers as
it boasts that,
Journalists often consult our experts when researching online safety topics.
CyberAngels has been featured in Reader's Digest, Newsweek, TV Guide,
Cosmopolitan, Family Circle, French Elle, The Sunday Times Magazine,
Ladies Home Journal, Good Housekeeping and Family PC Magazine. Our
work has been lauded on programs such as 20/20, CNN, Good Morning
America, The Early Show, Today Weekend, Extra!, BBC, and ABC's
television specials. (―About Cyberangels,‖ para. 4)
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In 1998, Cyberangels received the U.S. Presidential Service Award for their involvement
as the first cyber-neighborhood watch group and is considered the oldest group of
volunteers focused on online safety (Schell, B. H., Martin, M. V., Hung, P. C. K. &
Ruyeda, L., 2007). In 1999, their organization located the center of a convoluted
pornography site that led to the first known arrests in Japan of Internet child
pornographers (Schell, B. H., Martin, M. V., Hung, P.C.K. & Rueyda, L., 2007). As a
result, Cyberangels has become a well-known group organized to inform parents about
online safety, as well as to work with federal and local law enforcement in locating those
who pose a threat to the online youth community.
Much like the psychologist Frederic Wertham disseminated information about
children and comic books in the 1950s through various women‘s magazines and
newspapers, Cyberangels uses the media to transmit its expertise about cyber safety to
vast numbers of readers through magazines, newspaper, and online journals. And much
like the support and accolades Wertham received from public officials in the 1950s,
Cyberangles has been recognized by President Clinton, and New York City mayor Rudy
Giuliani among many others. These public recognitions confer credibility to the
Cyberangels, thus making what it says and the advice it gives hold more meaning with
the public. Cyberangels, in turn, has an alliance with the National Center for Missing &
Exploited Children, and cites the National Center‘s CyberTipline on its website as a
source to which parents can report what they believe to be instances of cyberporn.
The National Center for Missing & Exploited Children: Parent Advocacy
Group. Founded by John and Reve Walsh after the abduction and murder of their son,
Adam, in 1981, The National Center was established to help federal officials locate
201

missing and exploited children. In 1998, CyberTipline was launched as part of The
National Center for ―reporting incidents of child sexual exploitation including the
possession, manufacture, and/or distribution of child pornography; online enticement;
child prostitution; child sex tourism; extrafamilial child sexual molestation; unsolicited
obscene material sent to a child; and misleading domain names, words, or digital images‖
(―Cyber Tipline fact sheet,‖ para. 2). According to its website, missingkids.com reports
that in the month of January, 2011, alone 3,668 complaints per week had been made to
CyberTipline, who in turn works in conjunction with ―the Federal Bureau of
Investigation (FBI), the Department of Homeland Security‘s Immigration and Customs
Enforcement (ICE), the U.S. Postal Inspection Service (USPIS), the Internet Crimes
Against Children Task Forces (ICACs), the U.S. Secret Service (USSS), the U.S.
Department of Justice‘s Child Exploitation and Obscenity Section (CEOS), as well as
other international, state, and local law enforcement‖ (―CyberTipline fact sheet‖).
Members of the Board of The National Center represent technology corporations
and the legal and medical fields and include John Ryan, Chief Council for American
Online, Howard Davidson, Director ABA Center on Children and the Law, Winston
Price, Pediatrician & Past President of the National Medical Association, Kimberly
Sentovich, Senior Vice-President of Wal-Mart, Pacific Coast, and various members of the
Federal Bureau of Investigation and the U.S. Secret Service. Unlike organizations started
by parents in the 1950s, The National Center is a very powerful organization comprised
of parents, corporate executives, and United States law enforcement officials. One of the
most powerful facets of parent organizations like The National Center is the way these

202

organizations connect with others, like the Cyberangels, to create a vast network of
programs easily accessible to parents.
The Internet Panic Recedes but Does Not Disappear
The Internet scare of the 1990s emerged out of events that occurred three decades
beforehand. Many parents of the 1990s grew up in the 1960s and 1970s; therefore, the
events of the 1960s contributed to the ways they viewed their children‘s worlds. The
sixties were a tumultuous decade that chafed under pressure to maintain American values
while struggling to break free from them. Modern contraceptives removed sexual
inhibitions and contributed to a counterculture that celebrated freedom from parochial
values and gender distinctions. It advocated free love, spirituality, and drugs. During
that time, the Vietnam War represented the end of a generation of compliance and
consensus and it ushered in a decade of protests and disunity.
The 1970s were blanketed with reports about a serial killer who targeted teens and
young women, and concerns about Ted Bundy continued into the 1980s until his
execution in 1989. The 1980s were rife with reports of missing, abducted and murdered
children. Parents turned their tragedies into advocacy as they organized groups aimed at
protecting children from what became known as predators. Parent advocacy groups
enlisted the support of experts and politicians to create laws to protect children. Amid the
tragedies of child abductions and murders, parents were besieged by concerns about how
to protect their children and adolescents while mainstream news magazines, like Time,
printed reports about predators who could reach children in their homes through the
Internet. Politicians attempted to write legislation to restrict Internet dangers, but met
with stiff opposition from the Supreme Court who had the task of balancing the need to
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protect children on the Internet with First Amendment rights. Since the Internet scare of
the 1990s, there has been a stream of legislation aimed at protecting children and
adolescents from online predators and pornographic materials. Because adolescents in
particular have so many ways of using technology to communicate – Facebook, Twitter,
Skytpe, texting, email, cell phones – there will continue to be concerns about their safety.
Notwithstanding issues about online youth safety, areas of concern that continue
to generate attempts to sanitize entertainment appealing to youth are television and film.
A long history of legislation aimed at protecting youth from increased sexual and violent
content in television and film has done relatively little to mitigate those concerns.
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Chapter 7:
Taboo Profanity in Entertainment Appealing to Youth:
Is it a Moral Panic?
Since the cyberporn panic of the 1990s, most parents have become familiar with
Internet technology and oftentimes take advantage of monitoring capabilities made
available to them by legislation passed in the 1990s and early 2000s. However, as in past
decades, general anxieties about youth safety have not dissipated with the passing of time
or legislation. The central anxieties about increased sex, violence, and profanity in
entertainment appealing to youth continue to be viable concerns to parents and other
adults. Thus, it is important to examine contemporary concerns about increased use of
profanity especially related to entertainment appealing to youth.
Popular Culture and the Presidency
On August 17, 1998, President Clinton made a televised public apology following
his grand jury testimony related to his illicit affair with Whitehouse intern, Monica
Lewinsky. Following his public apology, Bill Maher performed a parody skit on
Politically Incorrect that aired on cable for millions of viewers (Jones, 2005), many of
whom were teens. Below is part of the skit as presented:
If you own a TV – and since you‘re watching this I assume you do – you
know that President Clinton spent the day testifying before the grand jury.
My fellow Americans, I have just spent six hours doing a very difficult,
almost impossible thing – explaining sex to Ken Starr. . .And, by the way,
next time one of our embassies explodes or the Asian markets need a little
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hand-holding, remember who thought it was more important that I spend
my time telling a jury about my penis. . . You want the truth? You want to
know what I really think? Well, here it is. She blew me. Fuck you!
(Jones, 2005, pp. 127-128)
Many people viewed the information contained in this program as obscene. In fact, some
argued that the original Clinton testimony transcripts that were printed in their entirety in
major newspapers constituted pornography tantamount to Penthouse and Playboy
(Sharkey, 1998). Nonetheless, news media reported spikes in sales and ratings.
Baughman (2006) contends that the Clinton-Lewinsky affair ―constituted one of the
darkest moments in American journalism history‖ (p. 229) not because it focused on the
poor judgment of a public official, but because much of the material offered by the news
media was speculative and shoddily researched. He notes that ―a mere 1 percent of the
1,565 statements and allegations examined was based on two or more sources; 40 percent
were attributed to a single or anonymous source. Four in ten statements involved no
reporting, but analysis, opinion, speculation or judgment, often critical of the president‖
(Baughman, 2006, p. 230). As a result, news media tended to present scandalous, sexy
information without the benefit of careful, critical analysis for fact and accuracy as a way
to bolster ratings among a growing audience of adolescents.
The 1990s was a decade of sexual impropriety among politicians dotted with at
least 10 reported cases of sexual misconduct by Washington politicians. Despite the
Clinton-Lewinsky affair, Clinton enjoyed healthy approval ratings. In an interview
printed in her 1998 book entitled Nixon Winter: the Final Revelation, Crowley (1998)
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notes that people had become jaded to news reports about sex and violence. She reports
Nixon saying,
Maybe it doesn‘t matter anymore… look around… sex, drugs, violence
everywhere. Remember when this whole thing got started in the sixties
and seventies. Counterculture, they called it. Morals went out the
window. Nobody cared about other people, just themselves. . . so you see,
the people elected Clinton because they‘re surrounded by immorality on
all sides. It gets to the point where it doesn‘t affect them anymore. So
they sit and listen to what he has to say about health care and saving the
spotted owl and are tone-deaf when it comes to his personal character.
(pp. 320-321)
Thus in the mid-to-late-1990s, people‘s attentions were saturated with newspaper,
magazine, Internet, cable and television reports rife with explicit details about the
Clinton-Lewinsky affair. A city in Georgia even released a set of six commemorative
stamps featuring Clinton wearing an open shirt and boxer shorts walking arm-in-arm with
Monica Lewinsky in her now famous blue dress (―Controversies Rage Over Clinton‖,
1999, p. 11).
Concurrent with the Clinton-Lewinsky affair, ―[broadcast] profanity increased . . .
to a rate of 1 word every 8 minutes‖ (Kaye & Sapolsky, 2004, p. 554; parenthetical
added) which, in turn, prompted advocacy groups to lobby legislators to implement
controls on televised profanity. Despite regulation of profanity in movies, however,
profanity used in everyday language appeared to be increasing (Cameron, 1970; Risch,
1987; Jay, 1992). In 1997, ratings based on age and content were implemented to satisfy
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a growing number of viewers demanding forewarning about profanity-laced movies
(Kaye & Sapolsky, 2004). On the other hand, as cable viewership increased it became
more difficult for the FCC to justify its regulations which penalized television networks
but not cable networks. As a result, the FCC increasingly relaxed its policies towards
profanity and obscenity aired in television programming.
The subject of profanity continues to be debated. Because ―exposure to such
language‖ is believed by some to have ―negative psychological effects on viewers,
especially children‖ (Kaye & Sapolsky, 2004, p. 557), it is important to examine the
current debates about profanity, and taboo profanity like the word fuck, in particular.
Fairman (2009) contends that American‘s most taboo word is fuck. It is abrasive, violent,
and base. Yet, it is the chosen word to inflict pain, incite anger, forge bonds, and define
parameters. In fact, it is a word ―so forceful that its utterance can land you in jail‖ (p. 6).
Its use can ostracize or solidify friendships; in fact, it could distance the audience of this
dissertation. And for that very reason, concerns surrounding its use by or in the presence
of adolescents must be examined.
To propose that taboo profanity began during the Clinton administration in
response to the Clinton-Lewinsky affair would be grossly inaccurate. However, research
suggests that profanity did increase on television and in films between 1997 and 2001
concurrent with the Clinton-Lewinsky sex scandal (Kaye & Sapolsky, 2004). In most
cases that have been identified as moral panics, the context of concerns leading up to the
panic is an important place to begin looking for clues about what escalated concerns into
the category of a panic. For instance, concerns about appropriate conduct, especially

208

among youth, appears to have intensified during the postwar period when America
emerged out of World War II as victors.
As noted in Chapter 4, following World War II there was an appearance of unity
and common purpose based on family values, religious convictions, and patriotic resolve,
although children often conflicted with their parents about styles, fads, and behaviors
leading some adults to label perceived aberrant behaviors as juvenile delinquency.
Activities or items, such as comic books, popular among youth were deemed as
oppositional to societal and parental expectations and thus a threat to the postwar
American ideal.
Chapter 5 discussed ways the 1960s presented similar challenges to postwar
American ideals when many teenagers struggled to distance themselves from the
aspirations and expectations of their parents. As a result, they became part of the
counterculture movement associated with sex and drugs. Additionally, the counterculture
defied traditional Christian religious values by embracing non-Christian religions. Much
of the conflict resulting from a counterculture that grew out of social anxieties related to
the Civil Rights Movement and the Vietnam War crystalized in the form of protest music.
With the coming decades came concerns about increased sexual and violent lyrics in
music appealing to youth. These general anxieties about youth safety associated with
music lyrics helped shape a movement by Congressional wives against the music
industry. Unlike the movement against the comic book industry of the 1950s, however,
the music industry fought back and gained a relative amount of freedom from
government intrusion.
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Chapter 6 examined challenges that arose as baby boomers aged and had children
of their own. In the 1980s, parents – many who grew up in the 1960s—turned their
attentions to the crisis of child abduction, molestation, and murder. On the heels of a
decade of terror by serial killer Ted Bundy in the 1970s, high-profile cases, like the
murder of 6-year old Adam Walsh in 1981, took center stage in national debates about
protecting children from sexual predators and led to the enactment of several federal and
state laws, as well as the creation of large parent advocacy organizations that work in
tandem with federal and state agencies to protect children from sexual predators. The
1990s witnessed the expansion of technology as the Internet became a familiar tool in the
American household and especially with youth. Along with the technology, however,
came concerns as presented in national magazines like Time about sexual predators
lurking on the Internet to lure and harm children. These concerns in part were
instrumental in leading parent advocacy, religious, and political groups to demand
legislation aimed at protecting children on the Internet.
Chapter 7 introduces the topic of taboo profanity – profanity associated
primarily with the word fuck – as well as sex and violence in entertainment appealing to
youth. Compounding concerns about youth safety and behavior that intensified in the
1950s and continues until today, are efforts to address increased sex, violence, and
profanity in entertainment appealing to youth. Thus, contrary to Cohen‘s (1972) model
for moral panics, panics about comic books, Internet safety, and music lyrics neither
emerged nor diminished quickly; rather, original concerns about youth compliance to
postwar American ideals re-emerged in different forms depending on the crisis of the
decade. This chapter examines the role taboo profanity plays in modern moral panics,
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and how moral panics surrounding taboo profanity shape the ways we construct
adolescence.
Moral panics in an unsure world. There has been a longstanding history of
American parents battling what they believe to be harmful to their children. In the 1950s
parents, child experts, and religious leaders united against the comic book industry to
censor allegedly violent or profane reading materials appealing to children and
adolescents. In the 1980s, similar groups organized to regulate the music industry
because they perceived lyrics to be increasingly sexual and violent. In the 1990s, parents
created powerful advocacy organizations that pressured lawmakers to create legislation
aimed at protecting youth from predators who might lure them on the Internet. Today,
parents continue to wage battles against whatever they deem as threats to their children,
including increased and ubiquitous use of profanity by adolescents or in adolescent
entertainment. The common threat permeating all of these organized efforts involves sex
and violence. Youth issues that combine sex and violence appear to draw the most fierce
and tenacious responses from parents, child experts, and lawmakers. Therefore, it is
important to examine why sex and violence in language used, or found in entertainment
enjoyed by, adolescents draws such ire.
Events occurring in the 1990s forced America to look closely at its values.
Riding the coattails of a postwar image of world leader and savior, America in the 1990s
had to forge its own image within the context of a technologically global society. The
Internet allowed news to travel exceedingly quickly, and blogs gave individuals a
platform from which to present their ideas to millions of people around the world. News
broadcasts became merely one option of learning about the world. In fact, Baughman
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(2006) notes that ―Internet messages, faxes and the like was transforming Washington
into a modern Babel‖ (p. 227). One of the most talked about news items of the 1990s
became the personal conduct of America‘s commander-in-chief, President Bill Clinton.
Sex and the president. Tyrrell (2007) makes a sarcastic comment about key
figures of the Democratic party in the 1990s when he notes that many who
howled against the war and the embattled White House in the late 1960s
are leading the pack against it today. They are 40 years older… but they
are as indignant as they were back in the good old days when they were
wearing bell-bottomed pants, abstaining from deodorant, and dreaming of
the perfect commune. (p. 74)
President Clinton emerged from a 1960s baby boomer generation associated with
political anarchy and resistance. His generation rebelled against authority and politics, as
it experimented with drugs and new religious philosophies. Conversely, parents of the
baby boomer generation held tightly to the postwar American ideal that allegedly valued
family, nation, and God. Thus, as noted by Tyrrell (2007) above, Clinton‘s
contemporaries were in part comprised of those who were well aware of the 1960s
political rebellion, and who often espoused rejection of the postwar American ideals of
their parents‘ generation. One of the ways they manifested the baby boomer philosophy
was by adopting celebrity.
In the early years of his presidency, Clinton and his administration mesmerized
America with its energetic celebrity status. Dowd (1992) remarked that
Bill Clinton is the hip and popular student body president, hard-working,
sincere and roguish, the kind of letter-sweater smoothie who would drive a
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convertible and play a saxophone and take cheerleaders to Ray Charles
concerts…He is the frat-boy campaign with an edge of fun and danger,
with fast-talking, jagged-edged James Carville in the John Belushi Animal
House role, the guy who will say and do anything to help his magnetic
leader succeed. (1992, p. A-4)
Some compared Clinton‘s new presidency to Kennedy‘s in that they both brought youth
and vigor to the White House. MacLeod (1993) remarks that ―it will be a dawning of a
new generation, just as it was when John F. Kennedy accepted the torch from Dwight
Eisenhower. For the first time, the baby boomers will be in charge‖ (p. A-6). Thus, with
great hope, America embraced a young president who brought energy to the White House
and to the nation with a promise of modernizing its image and economy. One newspaper
article summed up the expectations for this new administration by declaring,
We enter 1993 with hope: the hope that the Clinton administration will be
able to carry out at least some of its campaign promises; that there will be
more peace in the world and safety on our streets, that the economy will
bring more prosperity, and that there will be more good news than bad.
(―Two quotes to sum up,‖ 1993, p. 8)
Unfortunately, the following month would bring sad news of the World Trade Center
bombing, yet the bombing had less impact on individual Americans than did activities
occurring within the White House that made international headlines.
In November 1995, President Clinton and a 21-year old White House intern,
Monica Lewinsky, reportedly began a sexual affair that became the subject of months of
television and news print fodder beginning January 1998. So vast was the coverage
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about Clinton‘s sexual affair that Steinberg asserts ―the most publicized aspect of
Clinton‘s time in the White House is the Lewinsky affair‖ because ―it unwittingly
brought sex to the dinner table and generally expanded the realm of what is considered
proper public discourse about sexual matters‖ (Steinberg, 2000, p. 4). During previous
administrations, journalists often separated a politician‘s personal life from his public
life; however, the Clinton-Lewinsky affair brought opportunity for high ratings by news
outlets that capitalized on its sexy content. Baughman (2006) notes that the sex scandal
was,
Much less boring, especially on television, than a thoughtful review of
public policy. And this dread of dullness was the bane of America‘s news
culture, with few exceptions, at the end of the twentieth century. In the
age of the remote control, only a handful of news organizations, notably
PBS, found anything but the devil in the details. (p. 228)
Adam Gopnik of The New Yorker remarks that ―The reporter used to gain status by
dining with his subjects. Now he gains status by dining on them‖ (1994, p. 84) as they
clamored for news ratings. Along with the desire to make news sexier and thus less
boring, came the inclusion of language and topics that had heretofore been excluded from
primetime television, especially during news programs. Steinberg (2000) relates that
―We have seen terms like penis, semen, and oral sex repeated so routinely in both
television and print media news reports that they have become thoroughly normalized in
the national consciousness‖ (p. 4). Thus, during the Clinton presidency uncensored
discussions about sex were televised. Not only did the traditional news media report
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frequently about the Clinton-Lewinsky affair, but parody news shows that often appeal to
teens responded with their own versions of the story.
Parody news, also known as alternative news, has become quite popular with
adolescents. Programs like John Stewart‘s The Daily Show that debuted in 1999, have a
growing cable viewership among both adults and teens, and according to the Washington
Monthly, ―the National Annenberg Election Survey found that . . . viewers of "The Daily
Show" were among the best informed news consumers in the country‖ (Benen, 2010).
Further, in June 2009, the average age of viewer for The Daily Show ―went down to 40‖
while the age of viewer for Stewart‘s companion parody news show The Colbert Report
that debuted in 2005 went down to 37 (―John Stewart and Stephen Colbert,‖ 2009). The
median age for Americans between 2005 and 2009 increased from 36.5 to 36.8 (U. S.
Census Bureau). Hence, as the average age of Americans increased, the average age for
parody news shows decreased indicating that young people were increasingly privy to
information on cable news channels that are not subject to the same content restrictions as
non-cable networks, and during the Clinton-Lewinsky hearings, cable networks were rife
with parody news about the affair.
Taboo Profanity as Popular Culture
Allan and Burridge (2006) argue that courts have recognized that using taboo
profanity and the f-word in particular runs contrary to good taste or good manners and
thus to accepted social rules. Yet, they also note that legal judgments ―show that the law
reflects the change in social attitudes: taboos on various kinds of profanity have been
relaxed‖ (p. 37). Unlike other forms of profanity, words deemed taboo tend to combine
sexual references with violence. While efforts to curb the use of taboo profanity have
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created ongoing debates for hundreds of years, efforts of the 20th and 21st centuries
include legal action. For instance, in 1979 the Committee on Obscenity and Film
Censorship determined that expression, not including written expression, ―could be
restricted . . . because of the way it portrayed violence, cruelty or horror, or
sexual....functions‖ (Randall, 1992, p. 54); yet, there is little if any legal precedence that
clearly articulates acceptable use of taboo profanity in everyday use. Most of us have
heard someone say the word fuck, or perhaps we have even said it ourselves from time to
time. But, as Fairman (2009) notes, ―When you say fuck, or hear it, or read it, your
subconscious sits like a devil on your shoulder poking you with his pitchfork and hissing,
‗That‘s a dirty word, a really dirty word, a really dirty word about sex‘‖ (p. 23). One
plausible reason we have both a fascination with and repulsion for the word fuck is
because it is in part a cultural taboo that conflicts with the predominantly middle-class,
Christian tenets of moral chasteness and purity.
In 1969, a series of national news magazines printed articles focused on what they
termed troubled Americans (Time, Newsweek, U.S. News & World Report). Time
magazine asserted that these troubled Americans ―still believe in God, country, the work
ethic and a sexual standard that calls for at least a decent public restraint‖ (―To
Remember Forgotten America,‖ para. 2). Ehrenreich (1989), on the other hand, notes
that the lower economic end of middle America known as blue-collar workers, often
―expressed themselves in ways not usually found in the national media, providing
titillating opportunities to print such well-known one-letter words as f— and s— ― (p. 106).
Blue-collar workers were associated with masculine, manual labor while non-Blue collar
workers, identified as white-collar workers, worked in offices that required ―middle class
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gentility‖ (p. 109). In 1959 a study by Seymour Martin Lipset used the terms lower-class
and working-class interchangeably, thus creating the association of blue-collar workers
with lower-class workers. As a result, taboo profanity most often spoken by blue-collar
workers came to be associated with the lower-classes.
Since the Cold War, middle-class parents have become increasingly concerned
about behaviors associated with lower-classes and they attempt to distance their children
from others whose characteristics are associated with lower classes. Gilbert (1986) notes
that in the 1940s and 1950s, as juvenile delinquency crept into middle-class
neighborhoods, many began predicting social decay. As the trend continued into the
sixties, critics worried that the influence of middle-class in dominating public culture
would wane, leading to increased juvenile delinquency. The 1960s witnessed a marked
increase in rebellion marked by an increased facility with profanity in opposition to
parental values. Thus, profanity is a behavior associated in part with the lower-classes
and therefore an affront to middle-class values.
Profanity has become so ubiquitous in the entertainment media, however, that it
prompted one journalist to ask ―Whatever happened to decency‖ (Kane, 2000, p. A9).
Kane notes that American decency died because ―America‘s sense of class, that quality
that separates it from the truly dignified and responsible from the uncouth rabble who are
fast taking over‖ (p. A9). Owen & Vancheri, (2003) contend that the 1970s ushered in a
relaxed acceptance of profanity and sexual content on television as it added sitcoms like
All in the Family and Maude following the sixties in which America witnessed unsettling
events like the assassinations of President John F. Kennedy and Martin Luther King, Jr.
Additionally, profanity became part of the nightly news dialogue about Richard Nixon‘s
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profanity-laced White House tapes and later, Bill Clinton‘s sexual scandal. More
recently, newspapers and magazines sent articles out on the AP wire when Vice-President
Dick Cheney ―used the F-word in a heated argument‖ (Noveck, 2006, p. A1). In fact, the
widespread reporting about profanity, and in particular the f-word, causes some to blame
television for the increased use of profanity (Owen & Vancheri, 2003, Noveck, 2006,
PTC, 2010).
Increased profanity in television programs appealing to adolescents. The
Center for Media and Public Affairs (1999) reported 4,249 uses of profane language in
284 cable and broadcast television shows airing during the 1998-1999 season alone,
despite the 1997 imposition of age and content-based ratings by the entertainment
industry (Cantor, 1998). According to the Parents Television Council (PTC), a media
watchdog group that monitors, among other things, television programming accessible to
children and adolescents,
Foul language during the Family Hour increased by 94.8% between 1998
and 2002 and by 109.1% during the 9:00 p.m. ET/PT time slot. Ironically,
the smallest increase (38.7%) occurred during the last hour of prime time
– the hour when young children are least likely to be in the viewing
audience. (Parents Television Council: ―The blue tube,‖ 2003)
Thus, the PTC found that the sharpest increases in television profanity occurred during
the family hour when children and adolescents were most likely to be watching. This
contradicts the FCC‘s 1997 efforts to control content of television programs by protecting
what children and adolescents view during the hours of 6:00 pm and 9:00 pm.
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A 2001 content analysis of 152 primetime television programs reported the
occurrence of ―958 incidents of offensive language or 7.2 per hour‖ (Kaye & Sapoksly,
2005, p. 12). A 2005 article printed in the Adolescent Medicine Clinics Journal notes
that in addition to increased profanity, ―the average child sees nearly 15,000 sexual
references on television alone and more than 80% of popular teen shows contain
appreciable sexual content‖ (Strasburger, pp. 269-270). The article further asserts that
the media ―represent the most important and most underrated influence on children and
adolescents‖ (p. 272) thus rendering the entertainment media, and particularly
programming that appeals to adolescents, worthy of examination.
As broadcast television competes with cable networks for viewership, profanity
has become a marketing strategy to gain the attention of younger audiences (Yates &
Fargo, 2002). Thus, ―premium cable channels‘ ‗anything goes‘ policy is a threat to
broadcasters as they attempt to compete for viewers in a crowded television marketplace‖
(p. 4). Prior to the 1997 ratings system, the television industry was pressured by
lawmakers, advocacy groups, and parents to impose regulation on the amounts and types
of offensive language in television broadcast (Kaye & Sapolsky, 2001). However,
television networks complained that they were unfairly restricted by regulations not
imposed on cable networks. As a result, television found ways to attract young audiences
while competing with cable by airing cartoons that focused on adult issues.
Adult cartoons marketed to adolescents. Making its debut as a television
sitcom in 1989 as a Christmas special, The Simpsons depicted a middle-class American
family featuring a dopey father, Homer, and an irreverent son, Bart. The show‘s writer
acknowledges that ―this is a family entertainment show. It‘s not aimed at kids though‖
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(―The Simpsons,‖ 1990, p. 9B) in part because of its adult themes and inclusion of
profanity. For example, in the 1989 debut episode entitled ―Simpsons Roasting on an
Open Fire,‖ Bart encounters his father playing the role of a store Santa to earn extra
money for Christmas. As Bart sits on his father‘s lap, the following conversation ensues:
Bart: Hey Santa, what's shakin', man?
Homer: [as Santa] What's your name, Bart...ner? Uh, little partner?
Bart: I'm Bart Simpson, who the hell are you? (―Simpsons Roasting,‖ n.d.)
Doig (2007) contends that social conservatives railed against The Simpsons in the early
1990s because ―they felt that the show glamorized family maladies, that Bart encouraged
insubordinate tendencies in children‖ (Doig, 2007, p. 49) prompting school boards across
the country to ban T-shirts bearing the iconic Bart Simpson mantra: Underachiever and
Proud of It. Not only were parents and communities concerned about The Simpson’s
portrayal of fathers as dolts and children as vulgar and disobedient, but many were
concerned that it portrayed America as a ―dream in decline‖ (Doig, 2007, p. 49).
One of the adult themes portrayed in The Simpsons was homosexuality. For
instance, in season two Homer‘s male secretary kissed Homer on the lips. While the
character did not openly identify himself as gay, the episode segued into additional
episodes that addressed characters openly discussing their homosexuality. Season eight
contained an episode that portrays a gay man protecting Homer and Bart from a wild
reindeer thus diminishing the stereotype that gay men are weak. Additionally, in the 16th
season Homer‘s sister-in-law, Patty, comes out in the episode entitled ―There‘s
Something About Marrying‖ that satirizes social and religious stigmatization of same-sex
marriages (―There‘s something about marrying,‖ n.d.). Turner (2004) notes that during
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its Golden Age between 1992 and mid-1997, The Simpsons transformed the way
Americans talked about controversial issues. He asserts that ―The Simpsons was not just
a show you watched but a language you spoke, a worldview you adopted‖ (p. 8). Turner
further notes that,
Disguised as an inconsequential children‘s confection – a mere cartoon –
The Simpsons erupts each week in a series of spectacular satirical
detonations, expressing a deeper contempt for authority than anything else
on primetime and as sustained a critique of mainstream society as
anything else in the pop culture of the day. Several of the show‘s main
creators are on record – repeatedly – saying that the main goal of The
Simpsons, beyond making its fans laugh, is to inculcate them with a strong
distrust for authority. (p. 8)
Thus, part of parental concerns about The Simpsons was its patent offense to
social and parental authority as portrayed in a cartoon style that appeals to
adolescents in particular. A 1990 Los Angeles Times article reported that ―Fiftysix percent of kids 2-11 and more than 50% of youngsters 12-17 tuned in ―The
Simpsons.‖. . . Among folks 50 and older, there was almost no ―Simpsons‖
audience‖ (Du Brow, 1990). Mittell (2001) asserts that because of the cartoon
format, The Simpsons ―support both adult anxiety over the show‘s rebellious
attitude and the perceived ridiculousness of this anxiety over what is culturally
positioned as an insignificant form of entertainment‖ (p. 22) thus creating debates
about the harmful or harmless effects of cartoons like The Simpsons on adolescent
behavior.
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In 1992, then Vice-President Dan Quayle publicly pointed to the television show
Murphy Brown, a program depicting a successful woman who becomes a single mother
by choice, as contributing to the breakdown of American family values (Richmond, 1992,
p. 55), prompting some to ask ―whether TV is fueling the familial disintegration to which
Quayle alluded or if the medium is merely acting as a reflection of what‘s really going
on‖ (Richmond, 1992, p. 55). In the midst of a national conversation about television‘s
influence on American family values, the controversial cartoon Beavis and Butt-head
premiered on cable network‘s MTV and appeared on the August 19 cover of Rolling
Stone Magazine as ―the voice of a new generation‖ (Littwin, 1993, p. 7). Portrayed as
teen characters who are ―ugly, crass, crude, lewd, sexist, anarchic rebellious morons who
are hung up on body parts,‖ (Littwin, 1991, p. 7), Beavis and Butt-head were compared to
the 1960s MAD Magazine character, Alfred E. Neuman, and heralded as a mechanism
through which the American male experiences life. It ―captures something essential
about the American male experience in a new way: that to exercise the power of life and
death over small, defenseless creatures with effortless cruelty and stupidity can be really,
really funny‖ (Jensen, 1993, p. 7). Despite ratings for adult content including language
and inappropriate situations, the show was at one point the ―highest rated cable TV
program‖ for MTV‘s target 12- to 34-year old audience (―Beavis and Butt-head‖, 1994,
p. 12C), which compounded parental concerns about adolescents being influenced by
television and cable programs that trivialized American parents and the family while also
glorifying defiance and rebelliousness by adolescents.
By 1997, cartoons with adult content had become even more popular among
adolescents and young adults. In August of that year, South Park aired on Comedy
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Central and by mid-1998 it had become a television phenomenon. While it carried a TVMA rating that designated it for mature audiences, according to ―a New York Daily
News‘ examination of the program‘s ratings . . . roughly 6 percent of those watching are
between the ages of 2 and 11. About 22 percent are between 12 and 17‖ (Huff, 1998, p.
9A) despite Comedy Central‘s intent of targeting audiences between the ages of 18 and
49 (Comedy Central, 2007). Episodes of South Park have included ―frequent
swearing,…Kenny being killed in horrific ways in each episode‖ and discussions about
―Cartman‘s alien anal probe, Cartman‘s mother is a dirty slut, where the many choices for
his father are investigated, and an episode about a man who has sex with chickens‖
(Guttormson, 1999, p. A1). When asked what makes a cartoon appealing to teens,
however, some teens respond with ―It‘s all the sick, disgusting yet funny thoughts that are
in teens‘ heads already; The sex and all the hot moms; They are funny and fun to watch;
They are funny because they curse and stuff; It‘s just dumb and funny; It is just crazy,
pointless and stupid‖ (Shain, 2005, p. 1D). Though adolescents find humor in South Park
episodes, many parents and other adults do not.
One of the more disturbing aspects for parents is South Park‘s weekly portrayal of
the death of Kenny, an eight-year old male cartoon character. However, Nixon (1999)
contends that teens who watch South Park are essentially deriving ―youthful and naughty
pleasure in being complicit with a program that, according to reviewers, is an obnoxious
and offensive cartoon that takes bad taste to jaw-dropping extremes‖ (p. 15). For
instance, in one 2001 episode South Park characters uttered the word shit a total of 162
times in 30 minutes (Gillespie & Walker, 2006, p. 60). Notwithstanding the reportedly
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irreverent, profane language and controversial topics, South Park was joined by the
wildly popular comedy, Family Guy.
The first episode of Family Guy aired January 31, 1999, introducing patriarch
Peter Griffin. Much like Homer, the inept but lovable father in The Simpsons, Peter
Griffin lives in an American town with his wife and three children. He's a product safety
inspector at the Happy-Go-Lucky Toy Company, but on the side he creates new toys like
Mr. Zucchini Head -- a phallic-shaped, vibrating vegetable doll (―Turner Broadcasting,‖
2010). Also like its predecessor The Simpsons, Family Guy is an irreverent cartoon that
enjoys a multimillion dollar marketing empire. With DVD sales topping $2.3 billion in
2004, corporate executives no longer focus on ratings, but rather rely ―on license fees
from cable and sales of new DVDs and merchandise – including coffee-table books, CDs,
cell-phone ring tones and games‖ (James, 2005, p. 3). Family Guy markets merchandise
to teens and young adults 14 years or older despite its claim to an 18-34 age demographic
(―The network‘s target audience‖). While its desired age demographic is 18-34, it
―competes for young viewers with networks like MTV, USA, Nick at Nite, Comedy
Central and Spike‖ (―The Network‘s Competitive Set,‖ 2005) many of whom are young
children and teens.
Because of its widespread popularity with adolescents and young adults, it has
generated the most controversy of any contemporary cartoon, prompting 188,368
complaints to the FCC about a single episode depicting a scene ―in which a baby drank
horse semen with his breakfast cereal‖ (―Hirson, 2010, para. 6). As cartoons filled with
adult content and language proliferated throughout the decade of the nineties and into the
21st century, federal regulators attempted to impose restrictions on television networks to
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prevent increased use of obscene or profane materials from being accessed by children or
adolescents; however, the restrictions do not apply to cable networks for which customers
pay, prompting television networks to call for their guidelines to be aligned more closely
with those set for cable networks.
To restrict television networks from airing indecent or profane programs,
Congress passed the Telecommunications Act of 1996 that includes a section entitled
Parental Choice in Television Programming which gives parents the opportunity to
regulate their children‘s program viewing options. General concerns about increased
profanity and indecency in broadcast television focus on desensitization of youth toward
inappropriate language, indecency, and obscenity (Kaye & Sapolsky, 2001), and that
repeated exposure to programs regularly promoting these elements contribute to the
moral breakdown of American society (Kaye & Sapolsky, 2001; Lieberman, 1996).
Heins (2001) asserts that media regulation is based more on speculation about detrimental
effects of profanity-laced programming on youth than actual scientific studies that
investigate the complex psychological relationships between what adolescents see and
what they do. However, attempting to regulate entertainment media in particular is a
longstanding tradition.
Regulating the Air
The first attempts by Congress to regulate the airwaves came in the 1920s.
Interestingly, regulating the airwaves was not associated with child safety but, rather,
with the notion that airwaves were limited public resources (Barnouw, 1966). By 1927,
Congress enacted the Radio Act of 1927, and less than 10 years later Congress crafted the
Telecommunications Act of 1934. While both of these acts prohibited broadcast
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censorship by the federal government, they criminalized use of obscene, indecent, or
profane programming (Radio Act of 1927; Communications Act of 1934). Contemporary
concerns about broadcast indecency focus on regulating indecency and violence on
television (Hundt, 1996). Likewise, the Supreme Court has turned its attention toward
protecting children and adolescents from obscene or indecent materials, including
television programming. Notwithstanding FCC and Congressional regulations and laws,
content-based indicators have remained vague, leading some to question their
effectiveness because ―it conceals what kind of objectionable content-sex, violence, or
profanity-prompted a particular rating, offering parents the smiling salesman‘s assurance:
‗Trust me‘‖ (Mathews-Green, 1997, p. 8) thereby leading to continuous debates about
profanity in entertainment media viewed by adolescents.
Stoeltje (1999) maintains that profanity is part of a popular culture that ―has
always been coarse‖ (p. 1), but that contemporary issues about profanity focus mostly on
its increased ubiquity and frequency among middle-class. Also, Stoeltje (1999) observes
that the appearance of increased use of profanity is related to technology. She notes that
―we‘re all so connected these days—by television, computer, megaplex. In a world of
electronic information, rudeness is amplified, magnified and instantaneously dispersed‖
(p. 1). Rottinghaus (2008) suggests that controversies about profanity in entertainment
appealing to youth combines coarseness with ―a hegemonic adulthood secretizing
knowledge of sex, violence, and profanity‖ (p. 4). As a result, Rottinghaus (2008) asserts
that concerns about profanity in entertainment media centers more on issues of
―discipline and control‖ than ―restriction and denial‖ (p. 3), and that discussions about
morality become mixed with talk about youth safety. Thus, contemporary concerns about
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increased profanity and indecency in entertainment media appealing to youth has become
synonymous with discussions about youth safety.
Because television is a tool that parents invite into their homes and to which they
expose their children, they are sensitive to reports about negative effects and dangers of
indecency and profanity-laced television programming on their children. A June 15,
2007, document based on polls conducted by Rasmussen Reports states that ―by a 57% to
35% margin, American adults believe that protecting children from indecency is more
important than freedom of speech. Underlying those attitudes is concern about the
content on television today‖ (p. 1). As a result, regulatory agencies like the FCC are in a
constant flux about whether to increase or decrease broadcast restrictions.
Economics and finance professor, Mark Perry, notes that ―the average American
home now has 2.93 TV sets per household, up from 2.86 sets per home in 2009, the
largest year-over-year increase since 2006‖ (MJ Perry, 2010) indicating that despite the
popularity of other types of entertainment technology available to adolescents, the
television remains an important component in their entertainment. Huff (1997) asserts
that television regularly broadcasts language and content that would have been
―unthinkable just a decade ago‖ and that ―mass media have accelerated the evolution‖ (p.
A9). For instance, on November 11, 2004, ABC stations aired the 1998 award-winning
motion picture ―Saving Private Ryan‖ that included over 15 uses of the f-word. While
the networks displayed viewer advisories using the letters ―TV MA LV,‖ (TV mature
audience language violence) permission by the FCC to air the program on television
violated its own regulation found in Title 18 of the United States Code, Section 73.3999
that prohibits broadcast of indecent material during the hours of 6:00 a.m. and 10:00 p.m.
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In response to numerous viewer complaints about the program‘s indecent language, the
FCC responded that
the subject matter of the film, the portrayal of a mission to save the last
surviving son of an Iowa farm family, involves events that occurred during
World War II. . . Thus in context, the dialogue, including the complainedof material, is neither gratuitous nor in any way intended or used to
pander, titillate or shock. . . Deleting all of such language or inserting
milder language or bleeping sounds into the film would have altered the
nature of the artistic work and diminished the power, realism, and
immediacy of the film experience for viewers. (―FCC Complaints against
television licensees,‖ 2005)
Thus, in this instance the FCC approved use of taboo profanity on television because it
was contextualized within the plot of a realistic event. On the other hand, during the
2003 Golden Globe Awards ceremony, music star Bono uttered the f-word when
accepting an award. In response to thousands of complaints demanding the FCC issue
fines against the network, the FCC found that Bono‘s use of the f-word was in violation
of decency. They noted
We recognize NBC‘s argument that the ―F-Word‖ here was used ―as an
intensifier.‖ Nevertheless, we believe that, given the core meaning of the
―F-Word,‖ any use of that word or a variation, in any context, inherently
has a sexual connotation, and therefore falls within the first prong of our
indecency definition. (―FCC Complaints about Golden Globe,‖ 2004)
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As a result, the FCC fined ABC network and reiterated its position on the broadcast use
of the f-word. They noted
The ―F-Word‖ is one of the most vulgar, graphic and explicit descriptions
of sexual activity in the English language. Its use invariably invokes a
coarse sexual image. The use of the ―F-Word‖ here, on a nationally
telecast awards ceremony, was shocking and gratuitous. . . If the
Commission were routinely not to take action against isolated and
gratuitous uses of such language on broadcasts when children were
expected to be in the audience, this would likely lead to more widespread
use of the offensive language. (―FCC Complaints against television
licensees,‖ 2004).
In July 2010, however, the Supreme Court overturned the FCC‘s decision noting that ―the
agency's rules on indecency are too vague and violate the First Amendment, undermining
the government's primary tool for policing civility over the airwaves (Kang, 2010).
Therefore, the FCC has wavered on its policies about profanity and violence to the extent
that the Supreme Court has rendered a decision that essentially diminishes the regulatory
agency‘s power to impose fines on broadcasters who permit the use of taboo profanity in
television programming.
Because there has been an increase in use of violent sexual content and taboo
profanity on television that is accessible to children and adolescents, television is not only
considered a threat that is easily recognizable by parents and the media itself, but is often
deemed a tool through which entertainment media accelerates the use of profanity and
sexualized content in programming popular to adolescents. Not only have there been
229

changes in frequency of profanity in cable and broadcast television, film that appeals to
adolescents has likewise seen an increase in violence, sex, and profanity in movies rated
for teen viewership.
The modern film industry has been under scrutiny since its inception in the early
twentieth century. For instance, debuting in 1912, Oliver Twist emerged as a silent film
that openly depicted crime and violent beatings. Early on, however, the Supreme Court
ruled that the First Amendment did not apply to films thereby creating opportunities for
censorship. Nevertheless, subsequent films experimented with topics of sex and
violence. For example, the 1913 docudrama entitled Traffic in Souls depicted human
trafficking in New York City at the turn of the century. Even though it was not a
pornographic film, its advertisements focused on scenes that guaranteed adult
entertainment. As a result, it enjoyed what at that time was considered high viewership
with earnings of $450,000 (Dirks, n.d., para. 1) and filmmakers realized that sex sells. As
the film industry grew and films continued to include increased images of sex and
violence, public outcry pressured policymakers to regulate the film industry. As a result,
a former Postmaster General, William H. Hays, along with the precursor of the Motion
Picture Association of America (MPAA) joined forces to create the first film rating
system in 1927 known as the Hays Code (Blomquist & Lehrer, 2007). The 100-page
Hays Code was highly formulaic and included, among many others, the following
guidelines:


Pictures dealing with criminal activities in which minors participate, or to
which minors are related, shall not be approved if they tend to incite
demoralizing imitation on the part of youth.
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Excessive or inhumane acts of cruelty and brutality shall not be presented.



Lustful or open-mouth kissing, lustful embraces, suggestive posture and
gestures, are not to be shown.



Profanity is forbidden. (Bresler, 1999, pp. 174-175)

The code‘s preamble asserts,
The MORAL IMPORTANCE of entertainment is something which has
been universally recognized. It enters intimately into the lives of men and
women and affects them closely; it occupies their minds and affections
during leisure hours; and ultimately touches the whole of their lives. A
man may be judged by his standard of entertainment as easily as by the
standard of his work (quoted in Blomquist & Lehrer, 2007, p. 5).
Thus there is a longstanding precedent for examination and regulation of the film
industry by policymakers and the industry itself. Film ratings today, however, reflect
vastly different opinions from those of the Hays Code constructors. While contemporary
film ratings continue to address concerns about sex and violence in films, the criteria by
which film are rated have become relatively nondescript.
The current movie rating system emerged in 1968 to help parents determine
which films were appropriate for their children to watch, and was constructed in large
part by the Motion Picture Association of America (MPAA) (―History of the MPAA,‖
n.d.). According to the National Association of Theater Owners Classification and
Rating Rules (2007), the ratings stipulate that for G-rated movies, ―some snippets of
language may go beyond polite conversation but they are everyday expressions,‖ while
PG-rated movies may include ―some profanity and some depictions of violence or brief
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nudity‖. However, PG-13 movies may include depiction of adult themes like nudity and
sensuality, though the nudity and sexuality ―generally will not be sexually oriented‖ but
may include a ―single use of one of the harsher sexually-driven words (the f-word),
though only as an expletive‖ (parenthetical added; http://www.natoonline.org). Film
assigned an R-rating is suggested for audiences age 17 and over unless otherwise
accompanied by a parent or other adult, and include ―adult themes, adult activity, hard
language, intense or persistent violence, sexually-oriented nudity, drug abuse or other
elements‖ (MPAA, 2010, p. 8). Some argue that current ratings have experienced an
―escalation of adult content over time in movies with the same rating‖ (Leone & Houle,
2006, p. 53), leading to what has become known as a ratings creep in which younger
audiences are exposed to increasingly adult content like sex and violence. Not only are
parents concerned about increases in violent and sexual content, but they likewise charge
that profanity and vulgarity are creeping into films marketed primarily to young viewers.
A 2005 study conducted by Pardun, L‘Engle, and Brown, however, finds that the
content of movies is not as crucial as the amount of exposure to violent or sexual content
in studies examining the relationship between film content and adolescent behaviors.
They contend that because ―adolescents look to the media for information about dating
and sexual relationships, … it is the amount of sexual content that each adolescent is
exposed to that matters‖ (p. 88). Potts and Belden (2009) assert that ―90 percent of
motion pictures contain some violent behavior of characters‖ and thus ―a steady diet of
…film violence increases substantially the probability that viewers will show increases in
overt aggressive interpersonal behavior‖ (p. 267). While there is no empirical evidence
that definitively finds film violence and sexual content create adolescent behaviors,
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substantial research does exist that points to the film industry as influential in adolescent
behavior (Amonker, 1980; Andre, Frevert, & Schuchmann, 1989). Thus, ―by default or
by design, the media have assumed a prominent role in the sexual socialization of
American youth‖ (Ward, 2003, p. 371). Parents, therefore, are naturally concerned with
the content of films marketed to their teens, especially in light of research that points to
films and entertainment media as mechanisms for shaping adolescent behaviors.
While violent and sexual content elicit the most virulent parent responses,
profanity and in particular the f-word, tends to accompany violent or sexual content in
films. Although the MPAA ratings have been in place since 1968, it was not until 1984
that a major change in the ratings occurred. In 1984 there was no PG-13 designation;
however, in response to public denunciation of Indiana Jones and the Temple of Doom as
a violent movie unfit for children, the MPAA created the PG-13 category as a bridge
between PG and R ratings (Blomquist & Lehrer, 2007). Due to ratings creep, however,
there are, at times, few differences between PG-13 and R-rated movies. For instance, in
2007 PG-13 movies were marked by ―a motion picture‘s single use of one of the harsher
sexually-derived words, though only as an expletive… More than one such expletive
requires an R rating‖ (MPAA, 2010, pp. 7-8). However, it is not uncommon to hear the fword two or three times in a PG-13 film. For instance, according to the Motion Picture
Association of America (MPAA), in a PG film ―there may be some profanity and some
depictions of violence or brief nudity‖; however, in a PG-13 film a
single use of one of the harsher sexually-derived words, though only as an
expletive, initially requires at least a PG-13 rating. More than one such
expletive requires an R rating, as must even one of those words used in a
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sexual context. The Rating Board nevertheless may rate such a motion
picture PG-13 if, based on a special vote by a two-thirds majority, the
Raters feel that most American parents would believe that a PG-13 rating
is appropriate because of the context or manner in which the words are
used or because the use of those words in the motion picture is
inconspicuous. (italics added; MPAA, 2010, p. 8)
Thus, there may be instances in which PG-13 movies include use of taboo
profanity multiple times if the movie rating board believes most parents would
approve of its use in context. On the other hand, an R-rated movie may contain
the same content as a PG-13 movie contains, but typically the content will be
more intense.
An R-rated motion picture may include adult themes, adult activity, hard
language, intense or persistent violence, sexually-oriented nudity, drug
abuse or other elements, so that parents are counseled to take this rating
very seriously. (MPAA, 2010, p. 8)
Notwithstanding the distinction of intense, persistent violence and sexuality, the criteria
for persistent and sexual can change based on context rendering the differences between
PG-13 and R-rated films almost non-existent.
While the movie ratings are relatively ambiguous, and provide great latitude for
artistic expression, the MPAA does give parents several options to assist them in
selecting films for their children to watch. For instance, on their website the MPAA
directs parents to sites that allow them to search film ratings for film dating as far back as
1968, a link to Wiredsafety.org – an informational group organized to keep parents
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informed about online safety measures; and a link to Pause Parent Play – an organization
with members that include Girl Scouts of America and Wal-Mart who provide
information resources to assist parents in making sound choices about films for their
children (http://www.mpaa.org). Thus, even though the MPAA has relaxed its criteria for
PG, PG-13, and R-rated movies over the past several years, they have alternatively
provided information resources to help parents better understand the ratings. On the
other hand, it is difficult for parents to make informed decisions about film that is
appropriate for their children when the MPAA ratings are speculative. For instance, a
PG-13 rating indicates that ―there may be depictions of violence in a PG-13 movie, but
generally not both realistic and extreme or persistent violence‖ (MPAA, 2010, p. 8), yet
the 2000 James Bond PG-13 movie entitled ―The World is Not Enough,‖ included
20 machine guns and 24 handguns in at least seven extended killing scenes
that together lasted for more than an hour. . . 20 people die, although the
actual body count was much higher. . . two different types of torture, as
well as pistol-whipping and graphic hand-to-hand (and head-to-wall)
combat. (White, 2000, C04)
As a result, parents are presented with moving criteria that can change depending on
context or the opinions of an ever-changing movie rating board. Regardless of MPAA
efforts to clarify ratings and to inform parents about film choices, a recent study
conducted by the Adolescent Communications Institute at Penn‘s Annenberg Public
Policy Institute (2010), found that ―the explicitness of both violent and sexual content
significantly increased following the rating system‘s initiation‖ (p. 2) and that ―explicit
violence in R-rated films increased, while films that would previously have been rated R
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were increasingly assigned to PG-13‖ (p. 2). However, the study asserted that ―this
pattern was not evidence for sex; only R-rated films exhibited higher levels of explicit
sex compared to the pre-ratings period‖ (p. 2). Thus, PG-13 films appear to have become
more violent than in the past, while sexual content has remained steady over the same
period of time. A 2008 study reported that ―movies today involve more sex, violence and
profanity than they did 15 years ago‖ (Lang & Switzer, 2008, p. 6) despite the alleged
strict guidelines of the MPAA. A 2005 study linked ratings creep to profitability and
found that,
while the major motion picture studios produced 17 times more R-rated
movies than G (1291 to 73 respectively); the average G-rated movie made
eight times the profit as its R-rated counterpart ($93 million vs. $11
million, respectively). (Sundaram & Williams, p. 4)
Because it is more profitable for production companies to produce PG-13 movies than it
is to produce R-rated movies, the ratings creep reflects the movie industry‘s desire to
assign PG-13 ratings to movies that may contain more sex, profanity, and violence than
they would have contained in previous years. As a result public concern over the
increased use of profanity and violence in film marketed to adolescents continues to
build.
Parent Advocacy in the Age of Technology
Unlike public concerns that arose surrounding comic books in the 1950s, today‘s
public concerns often generate an immediate audience of authorities and opinion makers.
Because the Internet transmits information instantly, public concerns spend little time
making their way to individuals or organizations with the primary responsibility for
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making or reforming public and/or social policies. Thus, I will examine the rapid buildup
of public concern along with the responses from authorities and opinion makers in
reaction to public concerns about increased profanity and indecency in entertainment
media marketed to adolescents.
Parents Television Council. Perhaps one of the most vocal contemporary
parent advocacy groups is the Parents Television Council (PTC). The PTC organized in
1995 to combat ―violent and vulgar content rampant in today‘s entertainment‖ (2005
Annual Report). Using the Internet, the PTC organizes their alleged 100,000 plus ―army
of activist members. . . and 102,000 grassroots supporters and public policy leaders
nationwide‖ (―Parents Television: Welcome‖, 2010) to pressure Congress to enact or
reform policies aligned with the PTC‘s view of appropriate film and television content.
Similar to the Seal of Approval instituted by the Catholic Church against comic books
they deemed inappropriate, the PTC awards its Seal of Approval to
worthy television programs, made-for-TV movies, motion pictures, video
games, and advertisers that help parents by providing/sponsoring
entertainment suitable for the entire family. Like the Good Housekeeping
Seal, the PTC Seal of Approval gives consumers information and
confidence they need to make the best choices‖
(http://www.parentstv.org).
Unlike the Catholic Church in the 1950s, however, the PTC boasts a star-studded
advisory board. For instance, they are represented by entertainment personalities like
comedian Tim Conway, musician Billy Ray Cyrus, actress Susan Howard, author and
former White House correspondent Mary Beth Hicks, actor Dean Jones,
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singer/songwriter Naomi Judd, former Hall of Fame football player Jim Otto, actress
Connie Sellecca, former Chief in the Department of Justice, Criminal Division Patrick
Trueman, and co-producer of Cagney & Lacey, Ken Wales (―Parents Television Council:
Advisory Board,‖ 2010). Ironically, Board Member Ken Wales produced a program
identified and chided by the PTC as the first television program to use the word
―condom‖ on primetime television in 1986.
On its website, the PTC asserts that it is ―fighting to return the spirit of the Family
Hour to prime time television‖ after many years of television‘s ―undermining the good
moral behavior and values parents and guardians are trying to instill in their young ones‖
(―Parents Television Council: Victories,‖ n.d.). Thus, the watchdog advocacy group
focuses on educating the public and parents in particular about the dangers of television
and film specifically related to children and adolescents. Much like the 1985 PMRC
effort to solicit public support for its mission to censure the music industry by providing
resources to which parents could complain to federal regulators and policymakers, the
PTC has created an interactive website from which parents and guardians learn how to
make their voices heard by lawmakers. They assert that ―the PTC is succeeding in its
efforts. But remember, our impact will be stronger with your assistance!‖ (―Victories,‖
n.d., para. 1) thereby encouraging those who visit the website to join in their efforts to
restore family hour television to American families. A key difference between advocacy
groups and self-regulatory units is that advocacy groups have, as a part of their mission,
the goal of ―informing the public about industry misdeeds‖ (Jordan, 2008, p. 246). As a
result, continual pressure is placed on regulatory agencies like the FCC by advocacy
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groups like the PTC which focus on parental concerns about television and film marketed
to youth.
The March 20, 2005, issue of Time magazine called the PTC the Decency Police,
and their Entertainment Tracking System (ETS) – a database on more than 100,000 hours
of programming – the Pentagon in the War on Indecency. Crediting the PTC with
pressuring the Federal Communications Commission (FCC) to impose stiffer fines on
―networks including CBS, Fox and NBC for flesh and F bombs‖ (Poniewozik, J., 2005,
para. 4), Time magazine cautioned its readers to consider who has the right to set the
standard for what is acceptable entertainment on television. In that same year, a Pew
Institute survey asserted that, ―Americans continue to take a dim view of the moral
standards of their modern day fellow citizens compared to those of days gone by‖ (p. 18).
When respondents were asked whether young people today have a strong sense of right
and wrong as they did fifty years ago, ―only 18% say yes, while 79% say no‖ (p. 18).
Thus like its 1950‘s counterpart, the Catholic Church, the PTC has established itself as a
moral regulator in a position to pressure lawmakers to enforce existing regulations or
impose additional regulations on entertainment media marketed to adolescents in order to
combat what they perceive as attacks on youth and American families. And, like its 1985
counterpart the PMRC, the PTC engages support of parents and other adults in creating a
united voice against what they perceive as increased sex, violence and profanity in
entertainment appealing to youth.
Medical experts. The medical community, like their 1950‘s counterparts, has
exerted a unified voice decrying the dangers of increasingly violent and sexualized
entertainment on adolescent mental health. In response to the 1972 Surgeon General‘s
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report Television and Growing Up: The Impact of Televised Violence, the American
Medical Association House of Delegates passed two resolutions, one of which called
media violence ―an environmental risk factor threatening the health and welfare of young
Americans, indeed our future society‖ (quoted in Rich, 2005, p. 329). The testimony was
reminiscent of that which was presented during the Senate Subcommittee hearings about
comic books in the 1950s. For instance, like Frederic Wertham who opened his
comments to the subcommittee during the comic book hearings, Dr. Donald Cook,
president of the American Association of Pediatrics (AAP), opened his comments by
detailing the graphic nature of films and lyrics appealing to youth. He noted,
Action films depict anatomically precise murder, rapes and assaults and
video games detail bodies being blown apart, splattering blood and body
parts on walls and floors. One of this year‘s best-selling music CDs
contains a song in which the protagonist lovingly puts his baby to bed and
engages in a fight with the child‘s mother, which ends in him slitting her
throat, her screams of fear subsiding in the gurgle of blood. (AAP,
Testimony of Donald E. Cook, 2000, p. 1)
Also like Frederic Wertham, the AAP avoided suggestions of censorship while linking
violence, and by extension sexual content and taboo profanity, with the demise of
American ideals when they asserted that ―The entertainment industry is not only
economically important, but it carries powerful messages of who we are, how we live,
and what we dream. It represents the spirit and culture of American – to ourselves, to the
world, and to history‖ (AAP, Testimony of Dr. Donald. E. Cook, 2000, p. 4). Thus the
AAP‘s testimony ―on behalf of 55,000 primary care pediatricians, pediatric medical
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subspecialists and pediatric surgical specialists dedicated to the health, safety and wellbeing of infants, children, adolescents and young adults‖ (AAP, Testimony of Dr. Donald
E. Cook, 2000, p. 1) linked media violence – and by extension, media sexuality and
profanity – with usurpation of the American family and value system.
In its appeal before Congress, the AAP testified that violent entertainment
teaches aggressive attitudes and behaviors among children and adolescents. Joined by
the American Medical Association, American Psychological Association, American
Academy of Family Physicians, and the American Academy of Child and Adolescent
Psychiatry, the AAP declared that ―viewing entertainment violence can lead to increases
in aggressive attitudes, values and behavior,‖ (AAP, Joint Statement, 2000). Thus,
similar to the trajectory of moral panics of the past, news media, parent organizations,
and the medical community set the stage for public debates about what is and is not
appropriate entertainment for children and adolescents.
Conclusion
Concerns about profanity are not new. Distinctions between language used by
middle-and lower-classes emerged as early as the 15th century, and taboo profanity like
the word fuck was equally as distressing to people then as it is today. While it is
acknowledged to be a multi-purpose word used in anger or in gest, the word fuck has
become a key component in contemporary television and movie ratings debates because
of its close association with sexual and violent television and film content. While the
FCC attempted to create regulations for television broadcast programming that restricts
broadcasts of sex, violence, and profanity during the family viewing hours of 6:00 pm
and 10:00 pm, television executives have pressured the FCC to ease restrictions because
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their competitor, cable, is not bound by the same regulations thereby giving it an unfair
marketing advantage. Because of the FCC‘s attempts to assuage broadcasters, the FCC‘s
regulations have wavered to the point that they are ambiguous causing the Supreme Court
to override earlier FCC decisions and minimize the effects of their existing regulations.
One of the challenges of examining taboo profanity in the context of moral panics
is that it does not stand alone; but rather, taboo profanity is a component part of a vast
network of entertainment media appealing to adolescents. Thus, to understand reactions
to taboo profanity, it must be examined in the context of reactions to entertainment media
like television and film appealing to adolescents.
Reactions to taboo profanity contained in television and film entertainment that
appeals to adolescents are couched in broader historical contexts. For instance, like the
comic book panic of the 1950s, taboo profanity in entertainment media often signals a
rebellion against traditional American family ideals because of its association with lower
classes or juvenile delinquency. It likewise shares commonalities with the 1980‘s moral
panic about music lyrics because it is associated with highly sexualized and violent
content in entertainment appealing to adolescents. Similar to concerns parents had in the
1960s, 1970s, and 1980s about teens copying styles and behaviors of allegedly rebellious
musicians, today‘s parents and other authority figures are concerned about teens copying
the language and styles of characters like Bart Simpson and Beavis-and-Butthead who
represent oppositional values to those of parents and society. Thus, contemporary
concerns about taboo profanity in entertainment appealing to adolescents share common
features with those panics of the past. Additionally, the root concerns about sex,
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violence, and profanity in entertainment appealing to youth has remained essentially the
same whether they are found in comic books, music, the Internet, or television and film.
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Chapter 8:
Conclusion
The purpose of this dissertation was three-fold. The first purpose was to
determine what were the patterns of post-war moral panics surrounding comic books
(1950s), music lyrics (1980s), early Internet technology (1990s), and taboo profanity as
contained in entertainment appealing to youth (1990s-2000s). Secondly, the goal was to
understand what characteristics modern concerns about taboo profanity share with postwar moral panics focused on comic books, music lyrics, and early Internet technology.
The third purpose of this dissertation was to examine how post-war moral panics shape
modern construction of youth and, in particular, adolescence.
Using Cohen‘s 1972 template for identifying moral panics, I examined panics
surrounding comic books, music lyrics, early Internet technology, and taboo profanity in
entertainment appealing to youth to determine whether they follow the same patterns of
emergence and dissemination. While the first three panics followed closely the pattern
for moral panics, the last one – modern concerns about taboo profanity – was not easily
paralleled.
Patterns of Post-war Moral Panics
Cohen (1972) suggests that moral panics emerge and progress within a pattern
that includes defining someone or something as a threat to values of interest after which
the threat is absorbed and disseminated by the media. As public concern escalates to the
point where opinion makers and authorities become involved, the panic ultimately
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recedes or results in social changes. All the moral panics I examined in this dissertation
that focused on entertainment appealing to youth followed a similar pattern as that
stipulated by Cohen (1972), although the Internet contributed to a speedier culmination of
the process from the 1990s forward. In this section of the dissertation, I will demonstrate
how morals panics focusing on entertainment appealing to youth follow Cohen‘s 1972
model.
Comic book panic of the 1950s. As America emerged out of World War II a
victor, it grappled with the idea of what it means to be a world leader. President
Eisenhower, in his 1953 inaugural address, proposed that America was a nation bound by
loyalty to god, country, and family (Costello, 2009). Though victorious against Hitler in
World War II, America faced yet another enemy in the post-war years that threatened
democracy, namely, communism. During the post-war period an unlikely foe surfaced at
home in the form of comic books.
Heretofore comic books had played a benign role in children‘s entertainment;
however, during World War II comic book content became more violent and included
scenes about the horrors of war and surfaced as popular reading material among troops.
On the home front, gruesome comic books proliferated and they were accessible to and
popular among young children and teens. Concurrent with the rise in popularity of the
newer violent comic books was the rise in fears about juvenile delinquency. Some argue
that delinquency arose out of a new consumerism that promoted a culture of hedonism
among post-war teens that conflicted with their parents‘ values (Gilbert, 1985).
With the end of the war came greater prosperity, and teens often had disposable
cash and more ways to spend it, and many were spending their cash on comic books. As
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government authorities attempted to find a reason for the upswing in juvenile
delinquency, noted psychologist Fredric Wertham purported that comic books were the
underlying reason for increasing juvenile delinquency. He published a series of articles
in women‘s magazines decrying comic books as perpetrators of psychological damage to
youth thus providing an easily identifiable problem that could be resolved by ridding
society of comic books.
Not only Wertham, but religious leaders like Billy Graham, pointed to comic
books as deleterious to youth. Graham‘s contention with comic books was that they were
destructive to the family unit and, therefore, complicit in weakening democracy. The
Catholic Church echoed Graham‘s sentiments. Church members organized an advocacy
group known as The National Organization for Decent Literature (―NODL‖) that was
intent on ridding America of violent comic books. Joining the NODL in its efforts to
censor comic books was the General Federation of Women‘s Clubs (―GFWC‖). The
GFWC organized a nationwide campaign among its members to visit shopkeepers who
sold crime comic books to put pressure on them to reject further shipments.
The comic book panic rose to its zenith in 1954 when Congress convened a
Senate subcommittee hearing to hear testimony about comic books and, in particular,
their role in increasing juvenile delinquency. The two most memorable witnesses were
Fredric Wertham and William Gaines, publisher of Entertaining Comics. Wertham
presented the case against comic books from the perspective of a well-known, frequentlypublished psychologist; William Gaines presented his case from the perspective of an
entrepreneur whose livelihood derived from sales of crime comic books. Although
purportedly neutral in its position as a fact finding group, the Subcommittee appeared
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anything but neutral. Frederic Wertham‘s testimony was much more compelling in part
because of his credentials; on the other hand, Gaines gave very little information to the
committee that would change their opinions about crime comics and their role in
increasing juvenile delinquency. In fact, his testimony strengthened the case against him
during the course of the hearings.
After the Subcommittee hearings, the comic book industry imposed a form of
self-censorship; however, by this time, television was overshadowing comic books as a
preferred form of youth entertainment. Thus, the comic book panic receded. While the
panic receded, underlying concerns about increased sex and violence in entertainment
appealing to youth did not recede but merely remained dormant until another opportunity
arose to awaken them.
Music lyrics panic. The music lyrics panic emerged in the 1980s during a time
when rhetoric about returning to family values flourished. A group of Washington wives
led by Tipper Gore propelled the issue of increased sexual and violent content of music
lyrics appealing to youth by organizing a campaign against the heavy metal music
industry. This organized effort did not, however, appear out of nowhere. During the
previous two decades, music had become part of a movement that reflected a shift in
cultural values. Rock ‗n‘ roll of the 1950s experienced resistance from many white,
middle-class parents who associated it with the music of black jazz artists. Following the
Civil Rights Movement, rock ‗n‘ roll was often indicted as music of rebellion,
delinquency, and social decay. Thus, music lyrics are no strangers to social conflict.
What makes the music lyrics panic of the 1980s unique is that it took so little time
accelerating to the point of Congressional inquiry, and that any public disapproval of the
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music industry‘s promotion of sexual and violent lyrics was overshadowed by the Parents
Music Resource Center (―PMRC‖) with direct ties to Congress. The comic book panic
intensified much more slowly and engaged a wide variety of opponents. The medical,
religious, and social communities had time to merge and collude in an organized front
against the comic book industry. However, the music lyrics panic spent little time
engaging in public discourse and entered the political arena in less than a year from the
time it was publicly identified as a national problem by the PMRC.
The music industry did not provide as docile an opponent to the PMRC as did the
comic book industry to its opponents. When the panic escalated so quickly, it diminished
the scale of public involvement experienced by opponents of the comic book panic. The
music industry united in opposition to the PMRC‘s efforts to censor it, and appeared to
enjoy increased popularity among its listeners as a result. Rather than the music industry
falling into obscurity as did the comic book industry, it was the PMRC who seemed to
have disappeared. Thus, even though the music lyrics panic of the 1980s appears to have
followed the same pattern of development as the comic book panic of the 1950s, it would
seem that panics need more public discourse than the brief amount allotted to it in the
music lyrics panic in order to achieve the same results.
Even though organized concerns about increased sex and violence in music lyrics
diminished after the PMRC‘s Senate hearings, anxiety about increased sexual and violent
content in entertainment appealing to youth did not disappear, but rather, merely
remained dormant until stimulated to emerge.
Cyberporn panic of the 1990s. Two decades before the 1990‘s cyberporn panic
surfaced, parents became increasingly concerned about the safety of their children. In the
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1970s, the news media was filled with reports about a serial killer preying on teens and
young women. The serial killer, Ted Bundy, defied public notions of a serial killer.
Young, white, and handsome, Bundy reminded parents, and in particular white, middleclass parents, that they could not assume danger was relegated to poor, black
neighborhoods. Concurrent with the Bundy murders was an economic downturn that
often required both parents to work thus leaving many teens and children without adult
supervision. Reports about loss of family structure and social decay filled the news
media propelling parental fears about youth safety.
In the 1980s, as parents grappled with news reports about youth safety and lack of
parental oversight, reports about a series of high-profile child abductions and murders
intensified parental concerns about how to protect their children from strangers who
could harm them. In response to what appeared to be increasing numbers of child
abductions, parents unified to create powerful advocacy groups that linked to government
agencies in efforts to prevent child abductions and murder. Some of these advocacy
groups were formed and administered by parents whose children had been victims of
violent crimes.
By the 1990s parents, advocacy groups, and the government had created alliances
to protect and/or locate abused or missing children. Several laws were enacted to give
law enforcement more latitude in locating missing children. Also during the 1990s was
the escalation of a new form of entertainment that was gaining popularity with youth and
teens in particular, namely, the Internet.
In the mid-1990s the Internet was as yet a relatively new type of technology with
which many parents had little facility. However, when Time magazine published an
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article in 1994 about how children and teens could be exposed to unsolicited
pornographic images online, public discourse about the Internet merged with discourse
about youth safety leading to what has become known as a cyberporn panic. The Time
article became the basis for a congressional hearing about Internet safety. Unfortunately,
the report on which Time’s article was based was later found to be fallacious.
Nonetheless, the article raised public awareness about Internet dangers and propelled the
subject of Internet safety into the public domain. In the 1990s, Congress enacted a series
of laws aimed at protecting youth from Internet dangers, although many of the laws were
later overturned by the Supreme Court on the basis of their suppression of free speech.
A fascinating aspect of the cyberporn panic of the 1990s is that the tool against
which efforts were launched, namely the Internet, became the very tool through which
those oppositional efforts maneuvered. Parents used the Internet to create blogs that
invited discussions with people having similar interests in protecting youth from Internet
dangers. Organizations like the American Psychological Association created websites
that included information for parents seeking advice about, among other things, Internet
safety. Advocacy groups like Cyberangels formed alliances with other large advocacy
groups like the Missing Children‘s Network to work in tandem with federal, state, and
local law enforcement in efforts to protect children from, among other things, Internet
dangers.
The 1990s cyberporn panic is similar to the comic book panic in that it stimulated
public discourse about youth safety. It spurred cooperation among parents, organizations,
and government officials in structuring safety systems intent on protecting youth. On the
heels of the cyberporn panic, however, came the panic about increased sex and violence
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in television and film appealing to youth. Unlike panics in the past that appear to recede
until something stimulates another panic, contemporary panics about entertainment
appealing to youth do not recede but, rather, combine with other concerns about youth
safety.
Panic about increased sex and violence in entertainment appealing to youth.
Much like a megalopolis consists of a series of large cities following one after another
providing little distinction between where one ends and one begins, moral panics
emerging in the technology age tend to follow one after another without clear distinctions
about when one ends and another begins. However, there appears to be a general anxiety
about increased violence and sex in entertainment appealing to youth, and increases in
violence and sex on television and film appear to be increasing. Some speculate that the
late-1990s marks a significant period in which television broadcasters expanded inclusion
of progressively sexual and violent programming (Kaye & Sapolsky, 2005, Parents
Television Council, 2003, Strasburger, 2005).
As television broadcasters found it increasingly difficult to compete with cable
networks that did not have to comply with the same FCC restrictions on sex, violence,
and profanity as did television broadcasters, television turned to cartoons that included
adult content to capture viewership. For instance, programs like The Simpsons used a
cartoon format appealing to children but included content addressing adult issues. While
claiming target audiences of the 18-24 year old crowd, The Simpsons appealed to a much
larger group of viewers that included teens and pre-teens. Likewise, cartoons such as
Beavis-and-Butthead, South Park, and Family Guy enjoyed a following of fans as young
as two years old even though they claimed to market to a demographic of 18-24.
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The film industry also demonstrated an increase in sexual and violent content
since the mid-1980s in particular. As a result, in 1984 the film industry created the
category PG-13 to accommodate increased violence in film appealing to youth. Since
then, there have been several modifications to movie ratings that permit the use of taboo
profanity in entertainment viewed increasingly by younger children.
One of the most vocal advocacy groups organized to oversee the increased use of
sex and violence in television and film entertainment is the Parents Television Council
(―PTC‖). Much like The National Organization for Decent Literature (―NODL‖) that
organized in the 1950s to oversee comic books and monitor their content by issuing a seal
of approval, the PTC established itself as a watchdog organization that oversees the
content in television programs and films viewed by children and adolescents. Their
website reaches thousands of viewers and provides detailed information about sexual and
violent content in television and film appealing to youth. Similar to the PMRC in the
1980s and powerful parent advocacy groups in the 1990s like Missing Children‘s
Network, the PTC provides a link on their website to the FCC, and other government
agencies as they encourage parent participation in complaining to the FCC about what
they consider inappropriate television content.
Construction of Adolescence in the Context of Post-war Moral Panics
While all of the panics examined in this dissertation follow a similar pattern that
includes a threat, media attention, public arousal, and government intervention, I did not
find that the panics receded; rather, concerns about increased sex and violence in
entertainment appealing to youth that underlie the panics remain alive and well. They
pave the way for emergence of other panics that reflect ongoing youth issues. Regardless
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of whether it is comic books, music lyrics, the Internet, or television and film, the
underlying concern is increased sexual and violent content in entertainment appealing to
youth.
Comic book panic. Perhaps the easiest of the panics to identify is the comic
book panic. Emerging as a favorite pastime of American adolescents in the 1940s,
reading comic books provided an escape from frequent news reports about war. Having
endured the Depression and World War I, comic books changed from children‘s books
featuring lovable characters to books enjoyed by soldiers as the pages told the stories of
battles and survival that included gruesome and bloody pictures. With the increased
popularity of comic books came increased scrutiny by parents, religious leaders, medical
experts, and ultimately government officials who determined that the comic book
industry had crossed the line of what was appropriate reading material marketed to
children. Part of the objection to comic books focused on accusations that comic books
promoted juvenile delinquency which, in turn, was being linked to diminished American
patriotism and communist sympathy.
The most prominent issue relating to adolescents during the comic book panic
appears to have been juvenile delinquency. Gilbert (1986) suggests that sudden post-war
changes in adolescent dress and behavior prompted concern by adults. He notes that
―The frenzied dances, music, and ritualized family rebellions forewarned of a larger and
very serious social problem‖ (p. 13), and that many observers believed ―teenagers lacked
a sense of the line between good fun and delinquency‖ (p. 12). Gilbert (1986) also
asserts that while adolescent fads and unsanctioned behavior may have reflected changes
in post-war mores, adolescents were often portrayed by a communications media as
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rebellious. He contends that while the image of the rebellious teenager was ―thrust upon
the American public by a communications media that emphasized everything new and
threatening, the culture of teenagers could easily be mistaken for a new form of juvenile
delinquency‖ (p. 23). Thus, the post-war adolescent, at times, was portrayed as
delinquent because of his changing tastes and behaviors even though the society was
likewise changing with and around him.
Valentine (1996) asserts that the 1950s were also a time when economic focus
was on ―consumption, style, and leisure‖ (p. 587) that targeted a new subculture: the
teenager. Concurrent with the image of teens as consumers was the image of teens as
delinquents. Hebdige (1988) notes that ―The two image clusters, the bleak portraits of
juvenile offenders and exuberant cameos of teenage life reverberate, alternate and
sometimes they get crossed‖ (p. 30). Valentine (1996) suggests that the multiple
constructions of adolescence similar to those in the 1950s continue today. He asserts
that,
Teenagers therefore lie awkwardly placed between childhood and
adulthood: sometimes constructed and represented as Innocent children in
need of protection from adult sexuality, violence, and commercial
exploitation; at other times represented as articulating adult vices of drink,
drugs, and violence. These multiple constructions of teenagers thus enable
adults to represent their own adolescence (and sometimes their own
children‘s) as a time of innocent fun and harmless pranks whilst
perceiving other people‘s teenagers as troublesome and ‗dangerous.‘ (p.
587)
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Thus, various constructions of adolescence place teens in the vacillating position between
angels and demons. Which moniker they are given depends on the nature of the panic.
In the case of the comic book panic, teens who read crime comics or whose clothing,
language, and hobbies diverged from that of their parents‘ generation were demonized as
oppositional to the post-war values portrayed as patriotic, religious, and family-oriented;
by default, others were innocent and in need of adult protection.
The construction of adolescence during the comic book panic was, in part, shaped
by our perceptions about parenthood, and mothers in particular. Coontz (1992) cites a
psychiatrist who states that ―mothers have been variously accused of causing epilepsy,
colitis, asthma, . . . rheumatoid arthritis, ulcers, anorexia nervosa, manic-depressive
illness, juvenile delinquency, and drug addiction in their children‖ (p. 208). World War
II marked a shift in parenting characterized by single-mother households. Because many
fathers were at war, mothers were often compelled to enter the workforce, leaving
children and teens at home with little to no supervision. Owram (1997) suggests that
changing family demographics contributed to the growing perceptions of teens as
delinquents. He notes,
The absence of fathers in the military and the absence of mothers in the
factory forced families to adopt makeshift arrangements for child care.
This set of abnormal arrangements gave adolescents a degree of autonomy
greater than normal, and there were some social consequences.
Illegitimate births increased, as did the number of juveniles charged with
various vagrancy and small property offenses. These changes were
reinforced by general anxiety about the postwar world. (p. 142)
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Mothers who had heretofore been housewives in middle-class suburban neighborhoods
were often faced with being stigmatized as working mothers and thereby in danger of
experiencing adolescent rebelliousness or delinquency in their own households.
Government officials who ardently investigated increased juvenile delinquency focused
on the family, and working mothers in particular, noting the movement of delinquency
from low income to middle-class neighborhoods, and that ―much of what had been
named delinquency was actually lower-class behavior‖ (Gilbert, 1986, p. 137).
Importantly, as middle-class families began to perceive lower-class behaviors
encroaching in their lives, the term delinquency transformed into youth culture thus
skirting the negative implications of lower-class behavior (Gilbert, 1986).
The construction of adolescence in the context of the comic book panic is
integrally linked to the construction of parenthood during the same time. When parents
felt a loss of control, and when society condemned parents for that loss of control, teens
were viewed as demons – rebellious, uncontrollable, and manipulative. As parents
regained a sense of control when social mores changed or when the definition of
deviancy changed, teens were viewed as angels in need of protection from something
other. Many parents may have joined in the comic book panic in part because it
transferred culpability from them to comic books. Thus, their children were no longer
demons, but angels needing protection from an evil comic book empire in conflict with
the post-war American ideals.
Music lyrics panic. In the 1980s, many parents perceived music that was popular
with teens as becoming increasingly sexual and violent and rife with taboo profanity.
Once again, parental concerns did not occur in a vacuum nor did they emerge quickly;
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but rather, the concerns were the same ones that prompted the comic book panic, namely,
increased sex and violence in entertainment appealing to youth.
The 1980s was similar to the 1950s in its efforts to redefine the family unit.
Benshoff and Griffin (2004) assert that the Reagan administration‘s catch phrase of the
1980s became family values as they state, ―A cornerstone idea . . . was family values, a
catch phrase that sounded benign but which attempted to define a ―real‖ or ―true‖ family
wherein a patriarchal father has ultimate authority over a submissive wife and children‖
(p. 277). Thus, one of the characteristics of the 1980s Reagan administration was
defining and promoting a nuclear family. Additionally, like the 1950s, the 1980s marked
a rise in religious fundamentalism that contributed to changing ideals about the American
family. Leonard (2009) proposes that under the family values sentiment, ―the nuclear
family reemerged as the repository for all morality, and was touted as the solution to
cultural and social ills‖ (p. 64). Part of this family values movement included
encouraging women to return to their domestic roles as wives and mothers to resume the
care and training of their children. Women who rejected this notion by entering into or
remaining in the workforce were often criticized or negatively branded feminists. Thus,
much like mothers of the 1950s came under the spotlight for shirking their family duties
as they entered the workforce, many women of the 1980s were chided as participants in
eroding family values. It is within this legacy of family values that the music lyrics panic
emerged.
Notwithstanding their own experiences with rock ‗n‘ roll music in the sixties that
often included sexual or violent lyrics, leaders of the lyrics panic of the 1980s took
exception with artists who relied on sexual and violent content in their music, and who
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used sexually explicit language that included taboo profanity. Led by a group of
senator‘s wives, the Parents Music Resource Center (PMRC) organized to educate
parents about the music lyrics to which their children were listening. Most memorable of
its members was PMRC‘s Tipper Gore, wife of future vice-president and then Senator Al
Gore.
Espousing the tenets of the 1980s family values movement, Tipper Gore
organized a campaign against what she considered increasingly sexual and violent music
lyrics to which teens, in particular, listened. Reflecting the premise of the nuclear family
in which mothers are charged with the children‘s moral training, Gore asserted that
―Every child needs the security of knowing where the boundary lines are. . . At each age
the loving parent must make adjustments, but continue to provide the security of
definable boundaries‖ (1987, p. 23). Not only did Gore‘s comment reflect the appearance
of a return to family values philosophy, but she also presented teens as innocent
bystanders in life at risk from being entrapped by more experienced and diabolical forces.
The teen years are turning points in young lives. Teenagers are endowed
with the emotions, passions, and physical capabilities of adults, without
the adult judgment to harness them. Because of the pressures they face,
they may need even more ―quality time‖ from parents. Teens look to their
parents for a moral compass – values and ethnical advice they can apply to
romances and friendships.
...
So anyone who attempts to debate the porn rock issue as if young people
are in the same intellectual and emotional category as adults does them a
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terrible injustice. We need to let children be children. . . Consequently,
adults must not overlook the exaggerated impact that violent and explicit
images can have on children, or forget that children are different. (1987, p.
24)
Furthermore, similar to the links made between juvenile delinquency and single parent
homes in the 1950s, Gore juxtaposed the concept of a nurturing nuclear family with the
image of abused children living in homes headed by poor, unwed mothers. She stated,
Thirteen million children live in single-parent homes, and 59 percent of all
children live in a home where both parents or the sole parent is working.
Two-thirds of all mothers now work. . . These social changes place a
heavy burden on children. They are often thrown into the world of adult
problems, with devastating results. (1987, p. 25)
Once Gore divided children into two classifications – ones living among nuclear families
and others living in homes where both parents worked or were poor – she appealed to the
American public to consider their children, and especially teens, as innocent victims of a
society gone wrong. Rather than directly blaming poor families for wayward teens, she
shifted the onus for child abuse, juvenile delinquency, teen suicide, and unwed mothers –
situations that would most certainly not exist in a nuclear family where children were
nurtured by both parents – to a ―society and a culture that should show more respect for
every child‘s special vulnerabilities and needs‖ (Gore, 1987, p. 27). One way to do that,
in her opinion, was to join her efforts to sanitize music lyrics and protect the youthful
innocence of children and teens.
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Luhr (2009) asserts that the PMRC‘s efforts to sanitize music lyrics in the 1980s
provided a public forum to discuss family values, domestic roles, and issues of law and
order. ―Parents‘ ability to assert control over rock music in the home became a metaphor
for adults‘ ability to exert order and discipline throughout society‖ (p. 66), and the PMRC
claimed its actions were motivated by the desire to see public and corporate responsibility
in their roles in shaping young minds.
The music lyrics panic provides a procedural contrast to the comic book panic. In
the case of the comic book panic, a forum for public discussion about juvenile
delinquency and the family unit did emerge, but it tended to be a one-way process
wherein edicts were mandated by public officials and lawmakers. Even though large
numbers of women joined in the action against comic books, most of the discussions
were dominated by opinion makers or lawmakers, not mothers or families. On the other
hand, the public discourse about the music lyrics panic of the 1980s was dominated by
women even if those women had close ties to lawmakers. Because of their close ties to
lawmakers, the PMRC spent little time debating what they termed porn rock but quickly
called a Senate subcommittee hearing to make Congress aware of the music lyrics to
which American teens were being exposed. As a leading member of the PMRC, Tipper
Gore enjoyed a speedy Congressional audience not heretofore had by parent groups.
Congressional hearings about music lyrics in the 1980s differed from the comic
book hearings in the 1950s in the way the music industry postured itself to protect its
artistic rights. Unlike the comic book industry, the music industry appeared to be much
more forceful in exercising its corporate muscle. It was not comprised of one or two
companies that relied on a few writers but, rather, it represented thousands of
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singer/songwriters whose livelihoods were at stake and thus they fought back against the
PMRC‘s efforts to control lyrics. For instance, Frank Zappa created his own newsletter
in response to that of the PMRC that presented the music industry‘s side of the issue. He
also attacked the PMRC in the Congressional hearings as well-connected wives whose
power stemmed from a relationship he inferred constituted a conflict of interest in the
hearings. Thus, unlike the comic book industry in the 1954 Congressional hearings, the
music industry fought back in the 1985 Congressional hearings. The results however
were quite similar in that they resulted in few, if any, substantial legislative changes. The
comic book industry imposed a sort of self-censorship to satisfy the demands of parents
and government authorities. The music industry agreed to place the words ―Explicit
Lyrics‖ on music covers when the songs included sexually explicit lyrics. However,
unlike the comic book industry whose profits declined after the Congressional hearings
and self-censorship, the music industry enjoyed increased profits, and in some cases,
artists attributed their increased sales to the PMRC for giving them publicity and making
albums that carried the warning ―Explicit Lyrics‖ more appealing to youth.
An important trend to note is that during the 1980s music lyrics panic, children
and adolescents were portrayed as angelic victims of a society whose focus had drifted
away from post-war family values that included god, country, and family. However, by
shifting the explicit blame away from parents and putting the onus on social ills, portrayal
of children and adolescents shifted to that of innocent victims. In the 1950s when society
chided parents, and in particular mothers, for contributing to juvenile delinquency,
adolescents were portrayed as diabolical deviants. Such change in portrayal would imply
that by demonizing parents, society likewise demonizes youth; conversely, portraying
261

parents as loving and nurturing appears to shape perceptions of youth as innocent and in
need of protection.
Cyberporn panic. While parents, religious leaders, and government officials
continued debating issues of concern about entertainment appealing to youth, a new
threat to youth safety emerged in the 1990s amid a new technology: the Internet. The
cyberporn panic was nurtured during a time when large numbers of mothers entered the
workforce, and ―many experienced an increase in work hours and job instability and, for
low wage earners, a decline in real earned income‖ (Perry-Jenkins, Repetti, & Crouter,
2000). Additionally, children in the 1990s were increasingly faced with living with one
parent, usually the mother, while ―single mothers became ever more likely to be a never
married rather than divorced (or widowed) mother‖ (Sayer, Bianchi & Robinson. 2004, p.
5). The 1990s was also associated with growing fears about youth safety as community
bonds within neighborhoods ―heightened perceptions of crime‖ (Sayer, Bianchi &
Robinson, 2004, p. 9). The National Criminal Justice Reference Service (1996) reported
that ―Since the mid-1980's the increases in both the number and the rate of murder among
15- to 17-year-olds… have outpaced changes in murder in all other age groups‖
(Greenfeld, 1996, p. 3). The report further stated that while children under 18 ―accounted
for 11% of all murder victims in the United States in 1994,‖ nearly half of that 11% were
―between ages 15 and 17‖ (p. 4). Thus, in the 1990s parents continued to be concerned
about youth safety.
Combined with concerns for youth safety was angst about a decline of the nuclear
family and parental loss of control. Valentine (1996) asserts that ―understandings about
what it means to be a parent have changed. . . Parents, it is claimed, have lost their
262

impositional power over their offspring‖ (p. 12). Additionally, the moral panics of the
1990s appear to be part of a recurring frustration about the end of youthful innocence.
During the cyberporn panic, adolescents in particular appeared to have more control over
the Internet than many of their parents which raised parental concerns about protecting
their children.
It is important to note that while the moral panic about Internet safety appeared to
emerge quickly in response to new Internet technology, there was nothing new about the
apprehension parents felt about the Internet. In fact, their concerns were essentially the
same ones underlying the comic book panic of the 1950 and the 1980s music lyrics panic,
namely, increased sex and violence in entertainment appealing to youth.
Parents of the 1990s were often the youth of the sixties and seventies who grew
up in an unsure and changing world. They frequently adopted opinions and beliefs that
conflicted with those of their parents who promoted the post-war American ideal of god,
politics, and family. The decades, known as the Baby Boom years, saw the height of the
Civil Rights movement and the deaths of Martin Luther King, Jr., Medgar Evers, and
President John F. Kennedy. Additionally, many adolescents found themselves face-toface with an enemy in Vietnam, while others fought that enemy from the United States by
protesting, experimenting with drugs, and adopting non-traditional forms of religion. A
new medical phenomenon, the Pill, revolutionized marriage and family as it removed the
stigma and reproductive consequences of sex without marriage. Thus, the generation that
experienced the upheaval associated with the 1960s and 1970s now faced the
complexities of rearing children in a progressively technological world of the Internet.
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Although the Internet was not necessarily a new invention of the 1990s, it was
new to most Americans. Originally designed by the military to protect the annihilation of
government structure during a nuclear holocaust, its purpose was to allow continued
communication between various technology formats under threatening conditions.
However, emerging from this Cold War concept was the Internet as a form of
communication and entertainment by the general public. Like comic books of the 1950s,
the Internet was touted as an educational tool. Also like comic books, the Internet had a
darker side. While it was used for a variety of educational purposes, it also provided a
platform for business that included pornography. This was especially egregious because
parents of the 1990s had experienced two decades of violence against youth including the
1970 serial killings by Ted Bundy and a series of child abductions and murder in the
1980s. Thus, the Internet panic of the 1990s did not emerge quickly or in isolation; in
fact, it was the culmination of three decades of violent events that affected youth and
children.
Like the comic book panic, the Internet scare elicited responses from parents,
religious groups, and government authorities. Unlike the 1950s, however, parents in the
1990s banded together with the help and organization of powerful advocacy groups like
Cyberangels and the National Center for Missing & Exploited Children who worked
directly with government officials to create laws aimed at protecting youth from what
became known as child predators. Whereas magazines were the main source of
disseminating information about comic books and juvenile delinquency in the 1950s, in
the 1990s the Internet became a powerful resource that allowed thousands of parents and
advocates to voice their concerns and opinions simultaneously to members of Congress
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thereby pressuring Congress to take action immediately. As a result, several pieces of
legislation were passed to protect youth from online predators.
In the 1950s some questioned the veracity of Frederic Wertham‘s research, and
some of his claims were later determined to be exaggerations. In the 1990s, a similar
situation existed. Congress relied on what they believed to be a credible report written by
a Carnegie Mellon University undergraduate student who purported unrestrained
availability to pornographic images by children who surfed the Internet. Even national
magazines, like Time, gave credence to the report and published its findings in 1995 only
to learn later that the report was based on fallacious information. Thus in both the comic
book panic of the 1950s and the Internet scare of the 1990s, unchecked information
flourished that served to inflame concerns and anxieties about entertainment venues
popular among youth. On the other hand, regardless of whether the information was
factual or fallacious, both panics motivated public discourse about youth safety. In the
1990s cyberporn panic, however, youth were portrayed as innocent victims of violent
crimes, and the focus on youth in public discourse was about protecting them from adult
perpetrators.
Panic about taboo profanity in film and television appealing to youth. Amid
youth safety concerns in the 1980s surfaced anxieties about increased sex and violence in
film and television appealing to youth. Like all the moral panics reviewed in this
dissertation, concerns about sex and violence in film emerging in the 1980s was part of a
longstanding concern about entertainment that was perceived to be increasingly sexual
and violent.
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In the 1920s, the Hays Code was adopted in response to concerns about sexual
content in film. Because there were bouts of complaints regarding film content
thereafter, the Motion Picture Industry of America (MPAA) adopted a rating system in
1968 to inform audiences about the general content of films. Even though the rating
system has been in place for over 40 years, it has experienced a number of modifications
that leave movie goers befuddled about film content. Various studies have found that
violent and sexual content have increased in films rated for youth viewership, although
violent content has increased at a faster rate than sexual content (Lang & Switzer, 2008,
Leone & Houle, 2006, Pardun, L‘Engle, & Brown, (2005), Potts & Belden, 2009). To
accommodate increasing complaints about violent and sexual content in film, the MPAA
adopted the PG-13 rating in 1984 for the purpose of bridging the gap between films
suitable for all audiences and those more appropriate for adolescent audiences. Even
though there are strict guidelines that prohibit multiple uses of the f-word and/or extreme
or persistent violent scenes, it became increasingly profitable for filmmakers to produce
PG-13 films (Sundaram & Williams, 2005). As a result, more intensely violent content
entered PG-13 films marketed to younger audiences despite MPAA guidelines to the
contrary.
Even more disconcerting to many parents is the increased sexual and violent
content in television programs marketed to youth, and the year 1999 appears to have been
a point where taboo profanity and sex-laced language proliferated on television and
cable. Some suggest that the increase in taboo profanity and sexual content on television
corresponds to the time that President Clinton‘s affair with intern Monica Lewinsky
became public knowledge (Steinberg, 2000). After Clinton‘s televised public apology in
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1998, newspapers and television produced explicit commentary about the affair. Many
national newspapers printed Clinton‘s original testimony in its entirety (Sharkey, 1998)
while parody news shows like Politically Incorrect relied on profanity-laced spoofs to
satirize Clinton‘s actions.
As concerns about increased taboo profanity and/or sexual and violent content in
television and cable programs progressed into the next decade, parent advocacy groups
and in particular the Parents Television Council (―PTC‖), mobilized to protest what they
believed was inappropriate program content. Creating a website that contained
programming receiving their Seal of Approval, the PTC‘s actions are reminiscent of
those of the NODL that assigned seals of approval for comic books. The NODL
encouraged parents to discontinue patronage of shops that sold comic books without their
seal of approval. The PTC encourages parents to complain to the Federal
Communications Commission about programs not meriting the PTC‘s Seal of Approval.
Unlike the NODL, however, the PTC is not a religious organization even though
religious leaders do grace its Board of Directors along with members of corporations, the
film industry, and politicians. The PTC is a very powerful organization that provides
resources for parents to protest and file complaints with the FCC. In this way, the PTC is
much like the PMRC of the 1980s that provided parents with names and addresses of
government and music industry resources for the purpose of filing complaints about
increased sex and violence in music lyrics. The PTC is also structured much like the
Missing Children‘s Network established in the 1990s to combat child abduction in that
the PTC provides immediate access to federal regulatory agencies with the click of a
mouse.
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The panic about increased taboo profanity along with sexual and violent content
in television and film is perplexing in that it is housed within a medium that is constantly
in flux. Televisions are ubiquitous – everyone seems to have at least one; movies are
available to download with few if any restrictions, other than parents, on young viewers.
Thus, because the television has now become the theater, it is much more difficult to
gauge which age groups are watching which films. It is not surprising, therefore, that
parents are very concerned about the content of television and films because they invite
this technology into their homes.
Technology is entwined in everything we do, and parents as well as their children
have come to rely on it on a daily basis. Our reliance on technology makes the moral
panics that emerge in its presence truly unique. Comic books could be thrown away;
music lyrics could be silenced by taking away a CD-player. But, technology cannot be
removed. We rely on it. Phones have become an indispensible part of child safety, yet
they can also be Ipods that contain music with violent or sexual lyrics; they can be
Internet connections surfed by sexual predators; they can be cameras that house personal
photos. On the other hand, they can be lifesavers that connect a teen in trouble; they can
be information centers to students in school; they can be cameras that bind parents and
teens together at happy moments. As a result, panics in the technology age are much
more difficult for policymakers to respond to. Excising one aspect of technology to
protect youth may also diminish a benefit of the same technology. Thus, while moral
panics in the technology age follow a similar pattern as moral panics in the past, the
pattern tends to wobble a bit in response to the many variables associated with
technology.
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Adolescents in the age of technology appear to be viewed as both angels and
demons. On the one hand, there is a persistent perception that adolescents, in particular,
are unruly and determined to seek out trouble especially on the Internet. On the other
hand, there is a viewpoint that teens in particular flirt with a very dangerous environment
about which they are more naïve than aware and thus in need of protection. In the case of
television and film appealing to youth examined in this dissertation, it appears that adults
believe teens are more angelic than diabolical. Concerned about whether TV fuels ―the
familial disintegration‖ (Richmond, 1992, p. 55) or whether increased violence and
sexual content in television and films threaten our future society (Rich, 2005), America
has for at least 50 years debated perceived increases in sexual and violent content in
entertainment appealing to youth, and there is no indication that this debate will end or
change in the near future.
A Fresh Look at Moral Panics
Zuckerman (2010) asserts that ―persisting American obsession with adolescent
transgression reflects persisting adult anxiety about standards in a society that has been
uncertain of its standards for four decades‖ (p. 13). Contemporary America, like postwar America, is ever re-defining what it means to be American and, more particularly,
what it means to be adolescent in America. As ―adults and adolescents alike chase after
chimeras in the United States‖ (Zuckerman, 2010, p. 21), there is increased opportunity
for public discourse about how we negotiate the terms of adolescence.
Though moral panics are often portrayed as components of a risk society (Beck,
1992; Unger, 2001), as labeling mechanisms (Cohen, 1972), or fuel for hegemony
(Goode & Ben-Yehuda, 1994), moral panics serve a very important function in
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constructing youth because they encourage public discourse. In nearly all of the moral
panics examined in this dissertation, there was a symbiotic relationship among the public,
news media, opinion makers, and lawmakers. Rather than viewing a moral panic as an
overreaction to a social issue, it is really a function of democracy and unsanitized public
discourse. Public voices are amplified through media outlets; opinion makers organize
campaigns and movements to further amplify the American voice; government leaders
respond to that voice by conducting hearings in which various opinions are offered. As a
result, laws are proposed or passed to assuage a concern lodged by the American people.
Research about moral panics continues to net new information about responses to
issues of concern about youth, but there is relatively little research that contextualizes
moral panics during the time they are nurtured and before they emerge as a panic. Thus,
the literature would be greatly enriched by examining moral panics as components of
public discourse. Rather than overreactions to issues of public concern, moral panics are
didactic events that can teach us much about the ways some of our most vulnerable
populations – including youth populations – are constructed through interactions among
public, political, and religious institutions. While moral panics may develop and progress
in similar ways, their impact is dependent upon events often occurring many years prior
to their emergence. Thus, moral panics should be examined within their historical
contexts that serve to teach us how we respond to social changes and conflicts, and how
those changes and conflicts promote or stifle continued social growth.
Moral panics are the combination of diverse voices, concerns, opinions and
beliefs. As such, there will be some confusion and disagreement that may appear at times
to be overreactions or fears associated with a risk society. However, moral panics
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provide a forum for a continual discussion about important issues like youth safety.
Teens will no doubt continue to be viewed as angels and demons, and parents will
continue to be voluble about issues that impact adolescents. But moral panics are more
than just public discourse. They are, in part, the way we construct what it means to be an
American, whether adult or adolescent. And how we construct youth depends to a great
extent on how we construct what it means to be an American. Thus, construction of
youth in the context of post-war moral panics is cyclical in nature and tends to vacillate
between deeming teens as angels or demons depending on whether we as a nation see
ourselves in control or in need of protection. We all live in an unsure world in which
nothing is guaranteed. But our democratic right and obligation to engage in public
discourse— if we are lucky— will continue to spawn moral panics that amplify the
American voice.
Opportunities for Future Research
Much of the research about moral panics focuses on how events intersect with
culture and society to shape perceptions about a group of people or occurrences (Beck,
1992; Cohen, 1972; Critcher, 2009; Goode, 1989; Goode & Ben-Yehuda, 1994). The
concept of moral panics has contributed to our understanding of how panics emerge,
proceed, and develop to the point of legislative change. Because panics most often result
in changes in social policies, it is important to examine them especially in light of their
impact on youth.
One area that would benefit from examination of moral panics is education. With
its focus on increased testing and accountability of teachers and children, the field of
education is particularly subject to the emotional assertions that accompany moral panics.
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Concerns about the welfare of students combined with the prolific news reports about
teacher accountability or lack thereof stimulates public discourse about education and its
reform. Thus, because children and adolescents are deeply impacted by the process of
education reform, research that clearly identifies which aspects, if any, of reform
movements are a result of moral panics is crucial in differentiating necessary reform from
emotionally spawned reform.
Another discipline that would benefit from further examination of moral panics is
gender studies. Gender studies attempts to understand the intersecting relationships
among social, ethnic, and cultural differences. Historically, women have responded in
large numbers to panics associated with youth issues. Women organized in the 1950s by
joining forces with national women‘s organizations to combat crime comic book sales. It
was a group of Washington wives who organized to denounce sexual and violent music
lyrics in the 1980s. On the other hand, women have often been blamed for events leading
up to moral panics like increased juvenile delinquency. In fact, fathers are rarely
mentioned in the literature about moral panics. Thus, the discipline of gender studies
could benefit from researching the interplay between gender and moral panics, especially
as they relate to issues of youth.
Because the news and entertainment media plays such significant roles in the
progression of moral panics, the communications discipline could benefit by researching
ways news and entertainment media merge during the course of moral panics. In each of
the moral panics examined in this dissertation, there was a blending of news and
entertainment that served to dramatize events. For instance, in the 1950s Frederic
Wertham published articles about the dangers of comic books in women‘s magazines
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most noted for their entertainment value to women, while news magazines such as The
Saturday Evening Post simultaneously published a series of news articles about the same
topic. Likewise, in the 1990s, television comedy channels presented the news of the
Clinton-Lewinsky affair as entertainment while news media published the event as news
stories. Thus, because moral panics feed on concerns and emotional reactions, the news
and entertainment media are especially pivotal in the escalation or suppression of moral
panics.
Moral panics are events that may appear to arise quickly, but in fact, evolve over
time as a result of many influences. It requires the input of the public, the media, opinion
makers, and politicians to launch a concern into a moral panic. Therefore, future research
on the subject of moral panics will no doubt reflect an interdisciplinary approach.
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